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Conventions

Aristotle’s writings, notably De memoria et reminiscentia and De anima,
are referred to by title (in the notes as De mem., De an.), without noting
the author. Editions and translations of Aristotle’s De memoria et reminis-
centia are cited merely by the name of the editor or translator. “Ross” re-
fers to Sir David Ross, G. Ross to G.R.T Ross (for exact references, see
the Select Bibliography). As is customary, Aristotle’s works are referred
to using page, column (a,b) and line of Bekker’s edition.

Plotinus’ writings are referred to using Porphyry’s arrangement of his
work into Enneads, along with chapter and line from Henry and Schwyz-
er’s editio minor (Oxford). Thus “IV 3 30 11” refers to the third treatise in
the fourth Ennead, Chapter 30, line 11. “I 1” refers to the first treatise in
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the first Ennead, and “I 1 12” refers to the twelfth chapter of that treatise.
“HS” refers to this edition.

Translations are the author’s unless otherwise noted. Greek, even
when quoted, is not placed in quotation marks.

Preface – Abbreviations and conventions XI





Contents

11 Introduction . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 1
1.1 Six problems about memory . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 1
1.2 Representational theories of memory in Aristotle and

Plotinus . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 4
1.3 Platonic preliminaries . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 13

1.3.1 The wax block model for false opinion in the
Theaetetus . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 13

1.3.2 The five conditions of !m²lmgsir in the Phaedo . . . . 14
1.3.3 The two definitions of !m²lmgsir in the Philebus . . . 18

2 Aristotle . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 20
2.1 Memory . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 20

2.1.1 The modesty of memory: The context of the enquiry
into memory . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 20

2.1.2 The objects of memory . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 25
2.1.3 Memory and representation . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 40
2.1.4 The perception of time . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 62
2.1.5 The acquisition of memory: the comparison with

using a seal to make an imprint . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 69
2.1.6 The Final Definition: a solution to the present-past

problem . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 78
2.1.7 Some epistemological aspects of memory . . . . . . . . . 86

2.2 Recollection . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 90
2.3 Interim conclusion: Aristotle on the six problems about

memory . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 103

3 Plotinus . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 106
3.1 Against impressions: memory as an active capacity . . . . . . . 106

3.1.1 The context of Plotinus’ theory of memory . . . . . . . 106
3.1.2 Explaining memory using the concept of the soul . . 111
3.1.3 Defining memory . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 120
3.1.4 What memory as a capacity can explain . . . . . . . . . . 127



3.2 The subject of memory in life and after death . . . . . . . . . . 139
3.2.1 The soul as the subject of memory and as the reason

for its two objects . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 139
3.2.2 Against the corporeality of memory . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 146
3.2.3 Memory and the world soul and the thinking soul . . 157
3.2.4 Memory and the modification of desire . . . . . . . . . . 165
3.2.5 Explaining memory using representation (vamtas¸a) . 170
3.2.6 Shared memories and their loss . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 187

3.3 “The soul is and becomes what it remembers.” . . . . . . . . . . 193
3.3.1 Thinking without memory . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 193
3.3.2 No memory of self . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 200
3.3.3 Memory and the good . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 211

3.4 Conclusion: Plotinus on the six problems about memory . 217

4 General conclusion: Aristotle and Plotinus on memory . . . . . . . 222

Select Bibliography . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 241
Index locorum . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 252

General Index . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 261

ContentsXIV



11 Introduction

1.1 Six problems about memory

The two short treatises on memory by Aristotle and Plotinus which are
the subject of this study raise interesting conceptual questions about
memory. There is an intuitive view of memory which one could describe
very briefly as follows. A living thing perceives something; residues of this
perception are preserved and may serve an act of memory. Very roughly,
this is Aristotle’s view. Plotinus opposes it, above all because he thinks the
subject of memory is simply the incorporeal soul, and this cannot be af-
fected and so preserve residues in itself. The present study is an attempt to
describe and contrast these two ancient theories of memory.

The following six problems will serve as a framework for our inves-
tigation:

(P1) The derivation problem:
Memory requires certain other cognitive faculties as no one could just
have memory and no other form of grasping things. This may be called
the epistemological dependence of memory. How can memory be derived
from these other faculties? What is the nature of this dependence?
This derivation can be taken to be an aspect of explaining memory. If
memory is not primitive (inexplicable, an element in the system), we
need explanatory resources. A central part of the answer to this question
in both Plotinus and Aristotle lies in representation. For representation
shows how memory is derived from and connected to thought and per-
ception.

Another, related form of dependence is ontological : memories are not
independent entities; they depend on the subjects they occur in. None-
theless, memory is in one sense primitive. For its relation to the past be-
longs to it alone, and is not derived from anything else, although it may
depend on the grasp of time.

(P2) The present-past problem:
I remember getting up this morning. How is my getting up present to me
now, when it is past? While sceptical approaches use this problem to deny
the reality of the past, neither Aristotle nor Plotinus has inclinations in



this direction. For both, part of the answer to this problem lies in the
continued existence of the subject of memory. This is a necessary condi-
tion for memory. Furthermore, this continued existence must in some
way provide a link – a chain of causes – between now and then. But clear-
ly the actual existence of such a chain would be insufficient for memory
to occur; the traces have to stand in explicit relation to that of which they
are the traces.

(P3) The memory-representation problem:
A face appears before my mind’s eye; as we might say, I am thinking of a
face. How does this differ from a memory of Socrates’ face? An answer to
this question would also be a contribution to a solution of P2, since rep-
resentations can contribute to providing an explicit connection with the
past.

(P4) The memory-recollection problem:
At the moment, I remember having my breakfast this morning, without
searching for this memory. So I have some things, past perceptions, in
mind without any searching (memory). Other things require a search
(recollection), for example having breakfast on Tuesday last week. So
can this distinction between memory and recollection be explained? It
might look merely arbitrary. For does one really think of anything with-
out wanting to, even if one is prompted by external influences? For ex-
ample, I might think of Socrates’ face, being prompted by the sight of
Theaetetus.

Explaining the relation between memory and recollection requires
more than the concepts of capacity and activity: recollection is not simply
the activity of the capacity to remember. Yet there must be one capacity
with several realisations. And the way in which it is realised may differ.
For example, one might think that while recollection is an intentional ac-
tion, memory is something that happens to one. However, both are clear-
ly end-directed.

(P5) The self-memory problem:
I can only remember things I have undergone myself. This seems to be
part of what memory means. But what exactly is the relation between
my self and my memory? This question is connected to the present-
past problem in that a necessary condition for solving that problem is
the continued existence of the subject of memory.
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(P6) The universal-memory problem:
I have capacities (e. g. counting) which can be realised without any refer-
ence to (mention of ) my perceptions. Is the exercise of such a capacity
memory? In modern discussions, “semantic memory” is an expression
used for stored information without any explicit relation to my percep-
tions. If memory can be split in two such radically different aspects,
this is an important fact about the concept.

A comprehensive discussion of these six problems would take us some
way towards a systematic account of memory; of course, that lies beyond
the scope of the present work. Nonetheless, a brief discussion of some re-
lations between these points can serve as an introduction to the historical
work that follows.

The fundamental thing about memory is its derivation. Memory is
derivative from other ways of my interacting with things around me.
For memory has no way of its own to attach things I have in mind to
things outside my mind. This implies that perception is a useful lead
into memory, insofar as it is the fundamental way we and other living
things have cognition of the way things are.

Because memory relates to perceptions (P5), universals as such cannot
be in my memory (P6). The memory we are dealing with here is what is
called episodic, autobiographical or experiential ; this requires that mem-
ory is closely connected to perception (P1); but on the other hand, per-
ception also requires the use of concepts, if not always, and perhaps with
different degrees of clarity. For example, the perception can happen be-
fore I acquire the concept to describe it; I can see a red balloon before
I have the concept of a balloon. And still I can remember the perception
without the concept, for example something red, spherical and light,
when in fact it was a red balloon.

Suppose I have some representation in mind, how do I attach it to a
past perception, in an act of memory? Is that something that some things
just have as it were, simply a verb in the past tense which eo ipso means
that a connection is being made to the past? This problem touches both
the past-present problem (P2), and also the memory-representation prob-
lem (P3), and also the derivation problem (P1). To begin with the last
point, we need to move beyond a present perception to something that
lasts; and a first step in this direction lies in a representation of the per-
ception. But even once I have the representation, it need not tell me itself
that it could serve to make a memory claim. Indeed, a representation does
not say anything; I do that, when I make a truth claim. And in order to
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make a truth claim, at least in the case of memory, I need a representa-
tion, among other things. That is not to say that there is a process of de-
ducing from the evidence of a present representation to a past perception.
But the representation can form part of my capacity to have memories
and play an essential role in my actually having them; and hence explain
in part what memory is. So representation contributes to capacities to do
things, without being a capacity in its own right. But representation can
serve as a bridge between something I have in mind now, and something I
wish to remember. To show how this is possible requires a solution to the
memory-representation problem (P3).

Some things in my past are available without anymore ado; others re-
quire looking for (the memory recollection problem P4). Whether things
have to be recalled or are there, available without a search, they seem to
remain in some sense. This is the present-past problem (P2). Memory is
not just the remaining of the thing to be remembered; some states do not
need any activity to remain. My curtains do nothing but do stay green.
The retention involved in memory is different, living things are contin-
ually active. So retention and retrieval may be related in a very different
way from the way the butter is kept in the larder and may be fetched
when needed. (This is the treasury or store house view of memory, a
view we shall not be concerned with.)

1.2 Representational theories of memory in Aristotle
and Plotinus

Two short works on memory have come down to us from pagan antiq-
uity, Aristotle’s On memory and recollection, and Plotinus’ On perception
and memory.1 One very obvious connection between these two theories
is that they use vamtas¸a. The claim that I will try to establish in this
study is that the account of memory developed by Aristotle and adapted
by Plotinus using vamtas¸a is not to be understood as an image theory of
memory. Here I take an image theory in the following very simple sense.
Socrates remembers Theaetetus, only if, when Socrates perceived Theae-

1 My interpretation of Aristotle’s theory below in 2.1 and 2.2 is, in large part, a
reworking in English of my commentary on De mem. in King 2004 (reviewed
by Tsouni 2005 in English). The treatment of Plotinus in the present study is
much closer to the text, since less work in general has been done on his treatises
which touch on memory; see, however, Brisson 2006, Taormina 2010.
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tetus, an image was fixed of Theaetetus in Socrates. The presence of this
image is the presence of memory. This will act as our stalking horse, to set
off two much more sophisticated theories.

First, some preliminary remarks. In a representational theory of
memory, vamtas¸a, representation, provides part of the capacity to re-
member things. By this I mean something quite simple. We need to dis-
tinguish between actual remembering and the capacity to remember. Ac-
tually remembering things is not the presence of an image; rather it is say-
ing that something is the case, or a perceptual analogue of such a prop-
ositional attitude. However, in order to say something about Theaetetus,
Socrates must have a representation of him. So representation forms part
of the capacity to remember and actually remembering things is a matter
of saying or perceiving that things are the case. So vamtas¸a is part of a
propositional and, thus conceptual, capacity.2

“Representation” is a translation of vamtas¸a. In both of the theories
we are dealing with, in different ways, it is dependent on (sense-) percep-
tion: a vamtas¸a is what remains when perception is over, and requires a
preceding perception to exist. So to start with, the approach we are fol-
lowing is epistemic, concerned with memory as connected to perception
as a form of cognition. For, of course, the fact that we start from a con-
cept of representation that is explained in terms of perception should not
preclude a conceptual aspect to the theory. For we cannot simply assume
that perception occurs without concepts; we can see a red balloon with-
out the concept of a balloon, but we cannot see it as a balloon. For in-
stance, someone who believes that concepts – those defined in an Aristo-
telian science, for example – are gained by experience should believe that
in perception, conceptual elements are present in some way.3 Another al-
ternative is that innate ideas play a central role in perception. On either
count, perception is a faculty that works with concepts. So if memory re-
lies on perception, there will be conceptual aspects to this capacity. This

2 It is a difficult question as to whether vamtas¸a is itself conceptual; on the one
hand perception is conceptual, at least in the sense that in humans concepts can
be distilled out of perception using memory and experience (see below in main
text). It seems an exaggeration to say that vamtas¸a itself is what allows humans at
least to interpret perception (cf. Nussbaum 1978: Interpretive Essay 5); it is part
of the perception itself, I think, for Aristotle, that we perceive things as some-
thing. De An. II 6 on incidental perception makes no mention of vamtas¸a.
Klaus Corcilius has been insistent that I make this point.

3 Cf. Scott 1995: Chapter 5. Discovery and continuity in science.
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in fact is quite obvious, if one accepts that actual remembering consists in
making a propositional claim, at least in the case of humans.

The present approach might be thought open to the criticism that a
novel translation of vamtas¸a – “representation” rather than “imagina-
tion”4 – is being introduced in order to present a theory of memory
that has nothing in common with modern representationalist theory ex-
cept the name.5 Let me try to banish this impression. For a start, at a col-
loquial level, representation and its cognates are closer to what is meant by
vamtas¸a than imagination and its cognates.6 And one should not exag-
gerate the similarity of “representations” in the present context with the
entities in modern discussions of mental representation.7 But there are
things which are sufficiently similar to make it seem worthwhile to pur-
sue this line, and reasons enough to claim that in so doing we are present-
ing a view of Aristotle and Plotinus that is novel. No serious attempt has
been made to show how taking vamtas¸a as representation would work in
the case of memory. The standard assumption is that vamtas¸a is to be
understood as a faculty of images in Aristotle’s theory of memory.

4 Burnyeat 2008a: 47 note 15 argues that imagination only fits III 3 427b17–24
in the treatment of vamtas¸a, and that appearance is the proper translation for the
noun for the verb va¸meshai, referring to Plato’s usage at Theaetetus 152BC, So-
phist 264AB. “Appearance” is, however, problematic, in that it is unclear what a
potential appearance is, as it were, one that does not appear, now, but may do so
later. Since Aristotle’s theory of dreams requires that movements from percep-
tions remain in the living thing (see esp. Ins. 3460b28–461a8), to reappear in
sleep, and these movements are certainly vamtas¸ai, we have to allow for non-ap-
pearing vamtas¸ai. Surely, for an appearance, apparere is esse. See also the discus-
sion in Lefebvre 1997.

5 Another possible line of criticism is that in two main areas of cognition Aristotle
is not a representationalist, since he thinks that thinking is identical with what is
thought, and the perception with what is perceived. Firstly, this does not apply to
memory. Secondly, it is not prima facie clear that the identity precludes represen-
tation. In the case of thought representations are certainly necessary (De anima
III 8, De mem. 1 449b31).

6 See the definition in the Concise Oxford Dictionary s.v. represent: 1. call up by
description or portrayal or imagination, figure, place likeness of before the
mind or senses, serve or be meant as likeness of. S. v. Imagination: mental faculty
forming images of external objects.

7 See e. g. the essays collected in Stich and Warfield 1994. Thomas Johansen has
argued to me that in the modern sense perception and thought are representa-
tional, whereas these faculties do not involve vamtas¸a for Aristotle. Clearly, I
agree that vamtas¸a is not involved in Aristotle’s account of all phenomena
which fall under the modern concept of mental representation (and the same ap-
plies to Plotinus).
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The fundamental weakness of image theories of memory is that the
presence of an image is neither sufficient nor necessary for remembering
to take place. I can remember without an image. My memories of break-
fast this morning (tea and toast) need be neither accompanied by nor
constituted by gustatory, olfactory, visual, tactile or auditory images: no
need to go through an experience as if having breakfast again. I can
just say to myself or others: I had tea and toast for breakfast. And
many images go through my mind, (for example when I am dreaming),
without these being cases of memory.

Nonetheless, some residue of perception is required for us to be able
to remember things. This residue is what I am calling a representation.

This study is an examination of representational theories of memory,8

such as those developed by Aristotle and Plotinus. A representational
theory of memory is one in which memory is a representational faculty,
that in some sense “pictures”, presents or represents the things to us. Ver-
sions of this theory are nowadays widely held to be untenable; usually
such theories are held to operate with mental images, for the capacity
to represent something may be held to be the imagination. Four difficul-
ties with a representational theory may be mentioned:9

– How are we meant to have a picture gallery in our heads, which one
inspects in memory acts?

– How is a present occurrence connected with the past?
– How is it possible to remember without images occurring in one’s

mind?
– How does one distinguish memory representation from other represen-

tations, e. g. imaginary ones?

These four problems in fact derive from a view of representation which
borders on a parody, since, of course, for one thing there is no picture
gallery in one’s head which is inspected in acts of memory.10 However,
consideration of these problems, or ones like them, while using a more
serious view of representation, will guide our discussion. Much depends
on the way we understand representation. The most important questions
are:

Does it only involve images?
Does it involve concepts?

8 Sutton 1998 is a large scale defence of the idea of memory traces.
9 See Audi 1998: 60–2.

10 See e. g. Mackie 1976: 41–47.
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Can it be true and false?
From what has been said already, it should be clear that of these three
questions, only the first is to be answered in the negative. But these epis-
temological aspects of representation do not exhaust its capacity to ex-
plain memory. A further aspect concerns the ontology of things that re-
member. For what we need is some form of bridge to the past. The rep-
resentation is part of what has to be preserved from the past to the present
for memory to be possible. So, remembering things persist through time.
And they produce (under the right conditions) changes which serve the
reconstruction of the past.

We need an example of memory to articulate the conditions under
which someone can be said to remember:

Example (E) Socrates remembers (at t2) that he saw Theaetetus two days
ago (at t1).

Three times are necessary for memory – t1 and t2, and the time span in
between. Thus cognition of time is necessary, whether determined (this
amount of time) or not. A theory which concentrates on t2, what we
do when we actually remember may be called a constructivist theory : at
its most extreme, such a theory might claim that all that is required is
that one do something special at t2, namely, construct one’s memory.

Some theorists tend to emphasise the activity at t2, as it were, the re-
construction of what happened. Socrates must do something when he re-
members at t2, otherwise at all times of t1+n he would be remembering.
Others concentrate on the nature of what happened at t1: something at
t1 affected Socrates. And a third area is what happens between t1 and t2.
That is to say, it is possible to insist on a certain configuration of the per-
sisting causes.

We have said that part of the virtue of representation is that it can ex-
plain one of the things that have to exist, if there is to be memory. But
of course representations do not occur independently in the world; they al-
ways belong to a subject. The approach we will follow essentially involves
things capable of cognition. In other words, it is both epistemology and on-
tology. Furthermore, living things have an interest in the past, and the way
they are affected by the past. Memory is in some ways unique, as it were, a
bridge between past events and present behaviour: there are some things
which, if we do not remember them, can no longer affect our actions. So
memory provides at least in some cases a causal chain.
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But in the reverse direction memory requires causal conditions to
hold in the past: Socrates remembers seeing Theaetetus (in part) because
he saw him. This is a necessary condition, but not sufficient. For we do
not remember many things we see. But the force of demanding that there
is a connection in Socrates between t1 and t2 is to insist that there can be
no gaps in a causal chain. Causes must be continuously connected with
their effects. They do not act at a temporal distance.11 Thus our interest
in representation lies at least partly in this aspect of the causal role it ful-
fils, that is the continuity it may provide. Not of course that one image
persists from t1 to t2, but that there is a continuous chain which can pre-
serve something of the original perception and constitute in part the ca-
pacity to remember it. Part of the causal story of how we can now at t2
remember what happened at t1 is a story involving representation.

The kinds of explanation in Plotinus and Aristotle are not restricted
to causality in the modern sense. But the ideas of continuity, and passing
on of information, and of the avoidance of acting at a temporal distance
are present.

Thus this is primarily a study of the way these two thinkers tried to
explain memory; in both cases one important part of this explanation lies
in elucidating the connections between memory, and the conceptions of
soul in each thinker. For memory is an obvious example of a cognitive
capacity relating times in the lives of persisting beings. Indeed, memory
may seem to be the only such capacity, but this is not the case. Thus an
important theme is restricting memory to its proper sphere, and so of
course, establishing just what this sphere is. In both Plotinus and Aristo-
tle, we are dealing with modest theories of memory.12 There are two kinds
of modesty involved. Firstly, memory is only involved in some of our cog-
nition. This is true even if it seems that we have cognitive capacities
which exist over time. Thus a broad conception of memory is precluded
which comprises all the information we possess.13 Secondly, in these the-
ories memory is modest in that it requires a subject to do the remember-
ing. For living things and in particular humans exist through time and
possess persisting capacities which can be exercised without the exercise

11 On causation and memory see Martin, Deutscher 1966.
12 In contrast e. g. to the “memorism”, espoused by some ancient empiricists accord-

ing to Frede 1990.
13 For such a broad conception, see e. g. Baddeley 1982: Ch. 1 What is your mem-

ory? The chapter begins (p. 11) with the words: “Memory is the capacity for
storing and retrieving information. Without it we would be unable to see,
hear or think.”
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of memory. Not all information that we have available is in our memory.
Thus memory proper has to be distinguished, for example, from changes
in our striving, in what we want, and from the acquired capacity to think
certain things. So modesty, when applied to memory does not refer to the
restrictions of memory to certain objects; in that sense, all capacities are
modest, since they are capacities for some things, not others, and so relate
to certain objects.

The philosophy of memory may be treated as a purely epistemolog-
ical question, and some treatments of memory in ancient authors bring
out this side to the concept.14 Not so with Aristotle and Plotinus. The
questions both authors are much more concerned with are ontological,
namely what is memory and what are the subjects of memory. These
are closely related questions. For memory, being what it is, makes certain
demands of its subjects. They must be able to do certain things, as well as
being persisting things. Thus souls or concrete living things in Plotinus
and Aristotle respectively must, under the right circumstances, have a fac-
ulty for representing things and perceiving things. Characteristically, acts
of memory are acts of saying that something is the case.15 Furthermore
the question of interest is also central : if one thinks that living things
are guided by what is good for them, or what they take to be good, as
both our authors do, then it is reasonable to think that when memory
occurs, it does so because it fulfils a function or because it is, in the
given circumstances, a good.16

These two thinkers can be contrasted and compared with one another
in many ways, but a central contrast, in their theories of soul generally,
and in their theory of memory in particular is the question whether
body is needed for the soul in general to exist, and for there to be memory
in particular. We shall see that the price that Plotinus pays for a non-em-
bodied soul is a certain sparseness of explanatory resources: Memory can
be explained in terms of the activity of an embodied soul in a perspicuous
fashion, where the theorist of the bare soul reaches base rock in the bare
capacities of soul. It is remarkable how far these thin resources take him.
Aristotle in turn reaches his limits in not cashing out the material meta-
phors he offers in explanation of memory. This is disappointing in that
the reader might like an explanation in terms of concepts, not metaphors.

14 Scott 1995, Frede 1990.
15 But note that the concept of belief (dºna) plays no role in either of the theories

under consideration here.
16 Philebus IIA7. On the Philebus see below p. 18.
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But we shall see that Aristotle is nonetheless able to present a view on cen-
tral philosophical questions raised by the phenomenon of memory.

The aim of Aristotle’s work is to offer a definition of memory using
the causes or explanatory factors that are involved. In IV 3–4, part of the
large work On problems of the soul, Plotinus assumes a definition of mem-
ory, as something that does not need further discussion. We shall have to
see whether he himself ever does give a definition, particularly in IV 6 3.
This study will omit three important influences on Plotinus: his more
immediate Platonic predecessors, the Stoics, and Alexander of Aphrodi-
sias. These will be left out, partly because of the paucity of evidence
and partly, because investigating them would go beyond the remit of
this work.

The main questions we will be considering is how two thinkers with
such widely differing views of the soul, in particular, whether the soul
needs a body or not, can produce theories of memory with so many
shared features. These works have in common that they both present the-
ories of memory based on vamtas¸a, a view of memory that Aristotle de-
veloped and which became, in antiquity and beyond, something of a cli-
ch�. This similarity might strike one as surprising, above all because an
important target of Plotinus’ criticism are views of memory which use
the model of a seal leaving an impression on wax; and Aristotle is one
of the most famous friends of this model. But a model need not always
be understood in the same way; the obvious polemic of Plotinus masks a
deeper agreement with Aristotle. Both believe that in remembering, living
things are active. Aristotle thinks that such activity is compatible with the
passivity he sees in the imprint on wax, whereas Plotinus does not. Fur-
thermore, both have theories of memory that are forms of indirect realism
via representation.17 Both think that we can remember the way things
were, or be wrong when we remember.

Aristotle’s account of memory is part of his physics : a theory of em-
bodied existence with its vital and cognitive activities. In contrast, Ploti-
nus is discussing the difficulties associated with the soul, including not
only the problems of defining memory under corporeal conditions but
also the question of memory in the underworld and in the disembodied
contemplation of ideas. Actually, this broadening of scope does not mean
a radical revision of the account of memory.

17 The most famous direct realist is Reid (Essays III 7, p. 357). Direct realism would
entail that there is a realm of timed facts which can be the content of memory. It
is hard to find a place for such a realm in the world of either thinker.
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In Plotinus’ approach to memory, many of his most characteristic
views are present:

– The impassibility of the soul.
– The role of soul as mediator between intellect and perception.
– the immortality of soul, involving different phases of corporeality and

incorporeality.

Souls go through various stages, characterised by different activities or
forms of life. The cycle is in some sense natural: it lies in the nature of
the soul to go through this cycle. But equally importantly, the way any
individual soul goes is a matter of its own choice.

Plotinus and Aristotle are both successors of Plato’s: what do they
owe him? This is a large question, not least because Plato’s own use of
memory is a large and complicated topic in its own right,18 but it is at
least worth showing that Aristotle’s approach represents a new start,
above all in his use of vamtas¸a. In the case of both Plotinus and Aristotle
the use of vamtas¸a shows their interest in what one may call the onto-
logical side of memory: what must living things with memory be like?19

A further similarity, which masks more differences, is the following. Like
(the late) Plato, both Aristotle and Plotinus distinguish between lm¶lg
and !m²lmgsir. But in both cases, their distinctions are very different
from Plato’s.

The Greek words we will be dealing with are lm^lg and !m²lmgsir
and the associated verbs lmglome¼eim and !malilm^sjeshai. Apparently
there was to begin with no clear distinction between the pairs of concepts:
the idea was simply to remember someone. The capacity to do this was
lm^lg. The precise distinction between the terms is a philosophical ach-
ievement of the late Plato in the Philebus.20 Long before that he had
talked about !m²lmgsir in the Meno and Phaedo ;21 lm^lg is first defined
in the Philebus.22

18 See Scott 1995: Section 1, pp. 13–86 for an excellent treatment of some aspects.
19 A parallel point to this is important in the Phaedo, insofar as !m²lmgsir is meant

to prove that the soul is immortal, even if in the end it does not.
20 Philebus 34A-B, 39A. On Aristotle and Plato here cf. Ross p. 243–4, Sorabji p.

5, 38, 89, 99, Freudenthal 1869: 403, Lang 1980, Van Dorp 1992, Labarri�re
2000: 276 with n. 12.

21 Freudenthal 1869: 402 remarks that Plato tried to mark the distinction between
lm¶lg and !m²lmgsir, and he refers to Phaedo 73B7–9: Simmias has to be re-
minded (!malmgsh/mai) of the doctrine of !m²lmgsir ; he almost remembers
(swedºm ce…l´lmglai), because of what Kebes is trying to say. !malilm-sjeshai,
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Some distinctions that will play a major role are the following. We
can distinguish between the capacity to remember something (lm¶lg)
and actually remembering it (lmglome¼eim). Aristotle’s enquiry into mem-
ory starts from a claim, stated in non-theoretical terms, about what we do
when we are active with memory. Basically, I will be using the term re-
member (lmglome¼eim) as the activity of memory (lm¶lg) ; and recollec-
tion (!malilm-sjeshai) is a recollection that can end in memory, but
starts from the unavailability of the content sought.23

1.3 Platonic preliminaries

1.3.1 The wax block model for false opinion in the Theaetetus

In the Theaetetus, Plato describes how in the heart of each of us there is a
block of wax, which we use to remember things with.24 Perceiving some-
thing and remembering things are two ways of grasping them, and the
question is whether these two ways can account for misidentifying some-
thing remembered with something perceived. Depending on what the
wax is like, (hard or soft, plentiful or meagre) our memory is good or
bad. The description is literary and light hearted.

The discussion between Socrates and Theaetetus reaches the conclu-
sion that the model does not allow us to describe how we can have false
opinions about things.

!malmgsh/mai can mean “to remember something” (72Cff., 75E). But, as Freu-
denthal himself sees, Plato was not concerned with the details. He knows a dis-
tinction between lm¶lg and !m²lmgsir, but it plays no role in his theory.

22 Cf. also Phaedrus 249B-C: recollection (!m²lmgsir) has ideas as its objects and
the soul of the philosopher is close through his memory (lm¶lg) to that which
makes the divine divine, and 274E: memory (lm¶lg) is damaged by writing;
but the latter does serve recall (rpºlmgsir). On lm¶lg cf. also Theaetetus
163D, 164D.

23 A note on the translation of lilm-sjeshai, lelm/shai : lilm-sjeim is a causative
verb which means “to make someone think of something” (from the root *mna-).
The passive may then have the meaning “remember” either in the sense of “to
have in one’s memory” or “to recall”. The first is expressed in the perfect (e. g.
Plato Laws 633D). And sometimes it is hard to tell which meaning is present
(e. g. Plato Philebus 31A-B). Forms of lilm-sjeshai are used by Aristotle for
both having in one’s memory (449b20, 452a7, 10, b27, 28, 29, 30 453a2, 3),
and for recalling (451b26, 452a16, 18, 20, 22, 24).

24 Theaetetus 191A-195B.
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In their explanations of memory, Aristotle adopts and adapts the wax
block model, Plotinus criticises it severely.25 Aristotle’s use of it is closely
connected to his use of the model of a sealing ring for the activity in per-
ception.26 This is not surprising, since the role the model has in the ac-
count of memory is to describe the initial perception. But, as we shall see,
it would be premature to conclude that in the case of both Plotinus and
Aristotle, the model is interpreted in the same way. Models need interpre-
tation, and Plotinus’ interpretation of the wax block model is very strict.
He thinks that it precludes any talk of capacities of memory.

The reason, I suggest, that Aristotle can make positive use of it,
whereas Plato and Plotinus cannot is that he is talking about the essen-
tially embodied soul. Whilst for Aristotle as for Plotinus the soul cannot
undergo change, this is obviously not the case for the concrete living
thing made of the soul and the body. The concrete living thing, consist-
ing of soul and body, undergoes a change. In other words, the wax block,
if it is to make sense in the account of the embodied soul, must assume
hylomorphism. The reason that the soul, as such, does not undergo
change is that it is a form, in other words it is not material, and for Ar-
istotle, matter is that which can be in two states.27

1.3.2 The five conditions of !m²lmgsir in the Phaedo

Plato nowhere develops a thoroughgoing theory of memory. What is often
known as “Plato’s theory of recollection” is actually a theory of what rec-
ollection does or can be used to do, namely, learn ideas, that is, recover
cognition of ideas that dates from before our birth. What is usually called
learning is thus really recollection, and takes place largely through dialec-
tic.28 The theory is first presented in the Meno (without any mention of
ideas), in the main as an incitement to the hard work of research. It is
then used in the Phaedo as part of the attempt to prove the immortality
of the soul.

25 Aristotle’s use is polemical : in Plato the model fails when used for false belief;
Aristotle uses it with assurance for perception. See Burnyeat 1990: 101. The
model goes back to Democritus (DK 68A135 = Theophrastus de Sens. 51–2).

26 De an II 8 423b19–21, III 12 435a2–3.
27 Plotinus: III 6 1, Aristotle Met. VII 7 1032 a18–20. On Aristotle, see King

2001: 56–59. Menn (2002: 92–94) also emphasises this point about the
soul. For other sources in translation see Sorabji 2004: 217–220.

28 See esp. Phaedo 75C10-D4.
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The use of recollection assumes a certain view of recollection in gen-
eral. Knowledge (1pist^lg is recollection, if it occurs under the following
conditions (Phaedo 73C1–74A8):

1. One must have known (1p¸stashai) the object X before (73C1–2).
2. If you cognise (cm_sai) Y by perception, then you become aware of

(1mmoe?m) X (C7–9).
3. The knowledge (1pist¶4lg) of X and Y is not the same (C9).
4. This form of cognition happens above all with things that have been

forgotten through the passage of time and a lack of attention
(E1–3).29

5. X, the object of recollection, and Y, by which we recollect X, can be
similar or dissimilar to one another. If the first, then Y falls short of X
(like a picture and its original) (74A2–8).30

How does Plato proceed here? He starts with a situation in which there is
something which one knew in the past, but does not now have in mind:
Simmias once knew what !m²lmgsir is, but now needs reminding of it.
Plato chooses this approach to recollection, because it can be connected
to investigations: these are possible because one can recollect something
that one already knows, but does not now have immediately available.
The decisive point is that it is a question of recollection, not of memory,
in other words. It is not a question of how the things are preserved, but of
how I get at them. It is this latter aspect that is comparable to the objects
of investigations.

The objects of recollection here are not past perceptions, but the ob-
jects of past perceptions, Kebes, not the sight of Kebes. Hence recollec-

29 For this condition cf. 76A1–4.
30 Scott (1995: 55) gives only four “general conditions” for recollection from

73C1–74A8. He leaves out forgetting (condition 4), perhaps because it is not
universally necessary. It does however play a decisive role in the special use of rec-
ollection for the knowledge of ideas. This seems enough to earn it a place among
the general conditions. I use the expression “condition” because Plato expresses
them using a series of conditional sentences. It is for our present purposes unim-
portant, whether these conditions are necessary or sufficient. Cf. Gosling 1965:
155, Gallop 1975: 115–116. Frede (1997: 48) thinks that Plato distinguishes
“terminologically” between continuous memory and the “recovery of what is ab-
sent or forgotten (!m²lmgsir)”. She does allow that forgetting is not necessary for
!m²lmgsir : it can also be remembering things which one does not at present have
in mind (’in Erinnerung bringen von Dingen, die einem nicht gerade gegenw�r-
tig sind’). This is, however, an admission that the “terminological” distinction is
not actually upheld by Plato.
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tion here is not restricted, as far as the object is concerned, to the past, but
there must have been cognition of the object.31

The second condition mentions perception. This seems an unneces-
sary restriction; it is not after all impossible to be reminded of something
by a thought or an image. Plato’s language here is determined by the fact
that the Phaedo is his first attempt at psychology. He is operating with a
very rudimentary distinction between perception and thought: thought is
restricted to thought of ideas.32 Hence it cannot serve any role in the gen-
eral conditions for recollection. And imagination, or representation,
(vamtas_a), plays no role whatever in the dialogue.

Forgetting enjoys a special status among the conditions (in 4). To
start with, it does not seem necessary: recollection happens

above all (l²kista), if someone undergoes this about things which he has
now forgotten through the passage of time or lack of attention.33

This sentence is ambiguous: Is recollection restricted to cases in which
forgetting occurs or not?34 The implication of “above all” could be that
one need not have forgotten in order to recollect something. One sees
Simmias, and thinks of Kebes, but had not forgotten Kebes. One
could easily have the impression that Plato does not attach much impor-
tance to the question of whether one has forgotten or not. The status of
forgetting is, however, much clearer, when we move on from the general
conditions of recollection to the special ones associated with recollection
of ideas. There knowledge is distinguished from forgetting as follows:

If we did not always forget this knowledge, once we have acquired it, we
would come to know (eQdºtar) it always and know (eQd´mai) it throughout
our life. For this is knowledge (eQd´mai), to possess acquired knowledge (1pi-
st¶lgm 5weim) without having lost it. Or is that not forgetting (k¶hg), Sim-
mias, the loss of knowledge?35

31 Lang (1980: 387): Aristotle restricts memory to the past unlike Plato; cf. De
mem. 1 449b9–10; and Plotinus IV 3 25 11, IV 4 6 2–3.

32 Perception: aUshgsir, thought: kocislºr, di²moia and the cognate verbs, cf. 65E-
66B, 79A-C, 83A-C.

33 Phaedo 73E1–3.
34 Rowe (1993: 166 ad loc.) thinks that recollection after forgetting is the primary

sense of recollection.
35 Phaedo 75D7–11. Ryle (1949: 272–3) calls this use of remembering the most

important, and the least discussed; he notes one can replace it with “know”.
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Socrates goes on to claim that one loses this prenatal knowledge at birth,36

that is, forgets it,37 and then acquires it again through learning, i. e. dia-
lectic: learning is the re-acquisition of this knowledge, and that is recol-
lection.38 There is no mention of memory.39 Instead, one possesses knowl-
edge: that is how knowledge is defined.40 If Plato does not distinguish
between memory and knowledge, then he cannot distinguish between
the recovery of knowledge and the recovery of memory. Aristotle attaches
great importance to this distinction. And as we will see Plotinus follows
Aristotle here: a central aspect of his treatment of memory lies in the fact
that we can grasp ideas without memory.

Plato begins with a situation in which the relevant knowledge is not
there and has to be recovered. His main interest is in the epistemological
use of recollection to activate our knowledge of forms. Aristotle in con-
trast has a broader interest in memory concepts, and is able to point to
the phenomenon of having something which one has learnt or perceived
in mind, without a process of recovery being necessary. This explains their
different attitudes towards forgetting; we have seen that for Plato, at least
in the case of ideas, forgetting plays a central role, as it does with Plotinus
too. For Aristotle it has no importance whatever, at least on the surface of
his text. He also adopts from Plato’s account the idea that the thing rec-
ollected and the way to it must be related in a certain way (condition 5
above); these relations regulate the chain of association in his explanation
of recollection. But even when discussing the recovery of perceptions
along chains of association, Aristotle does not talk of forgetting; he
does say that one recovers the cognition that one had earlier and the im-
plication is that something has happened in the meantime. Just what hap-
pens in the meantime, Aristotle does not say. Perhaps the reason that he

36 Phaedo 76D1–4.
37 Plato defines forgetting (k¶hg) Philebus 33E3 as the disappearance (5nodor) of

memory; cf. Symposium 208A5, where it is the disappearance of (5nodor) knowl-
edge (1pist¶lg). This supports the view that Plato is not concerned to distinguish
between memory and knowledge. For another definition of forgetting, see The-
aetetus 191D10-E1. Aristotle gives a school definition of forgetting as the loss
(!pobok¶) of knowledge (Top. VII 3 153b27).

38 75E2–7. See also Meno 85D3–7. In the birdcage likeness for knowing in The-
aetetus 198D6 this expression is used of capturing the knowledge that one already
has in the bird cage, but not in one’s hand; see Brown 1991: 615–6.

39 For the connection between !m²lmgsir and knowledge (1p¸stashai) without
memory, see also 76A9-B2, Meno 86B2–4.

40 The person with knowledge is then further determined as someone able to give
an account (kºcom doOmai) (76B5); cf. e. g. Republic VII 534B4–5.
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does not mention forgetting here is that if you have forgotten something,
then you do not remember it, and you have to learn it again.41

1.3.3 The two definitions of !m²lmgsir in the Philebus

In the Philebus Plato distinguishes between memory and recollection.
Memory is defined as the “preservation of perception” (34A10 f);42 per-
ception in turn is said to consist in a common motion of body and soul,
which occurs through their common affection (p²hor) (Philebus
34A3–5). Memory itself is purely psychic. In the context of the theory
of pleasure in the Philebus, it has the function of preserving some past
perception. Pleasure is defined as a replenishment, which restores the nat-
ural state of the living thing. Memory is necessary for this so that the nat-
ural state is present at a time when one has bodily deficiencies, such that
one may have a desire for replenishment, that is, for pleasure.43 This im-
plies that memory can fulfil its function completely without body, once
the perception which occasioned it, that is to say the common affection of
body and soul, is given.

Recollection (!m\lmgsir) is defined in two ways:

a) Philebus 34B6–8 ’If the soul, on its own, brings back (!makalb\mg2)
that which soul and body underwent together, as far as possible with-
out the body, then we say it recollects (!malilm-sjeshai).’

41 See 451a31-b6. Sorabji (p. 92 ad 451b2–5) notes this difference between Aris-
totle and Plato: !m²lmgsir in Plato entails that something has been lost (he cites
Meno 85C-D, 86A-C, Phaedo 73E, 74B-C, Philebus 34B-C). On the Phaedo,
where this condition is only “mostly” the case, see above p. 6. Aristotle, as Sorabji
notes, insists that the capacity remains, even when one is not thinking of the
thing in question (452a10). But Plato also allows for a capacity, especially if
he thinks that the slave in the Meno recollects in conversation with Socrates.
Meno 85C6–7: The man who does not know has true opinions (dºnai) about
that which he does not know which are wakened by questions (86A7). As
long as he has this knowledge he knows (85D12). Brown (1991: 618) suggests
that in the Meno we are dealing with virtual knowledge and that is the reason
that there is no talk of forgetting, unlike in the Phaedo.

42 See also Alcinous, Didaskalikos 154.36–40.
43 Philebus 35A-B. It is important that the painter who plays a role in the account of

memory in 39A-B is not imagination; it is anyway only an addition to the ac-
counts of the scribes, and not, apparently, necessary for memory. Hence Plato
is not a precedent for a vamtas¸a-based theory of memory.
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b) 34B10-C2 ‘After memory (lm^lg), whether of a perception or of
something learnt (l\hgla), has been lost, [the soul] recovers
(!mapok^s,) [the memory] in turn in itself.’

Both are secular uses in that the objects of recollection here are things that
we have learnt or experienced. There is no hint here of the grand use of
recollection from the middle period (Meno, Phaedo, Phaedrus).

a) differs from b) as in the latter memory is recovered, that is to say,
the preservation of the perception (affection) or thing learnt is re-activat-
ed. It involves loss (forgetting), and relates not directly to the first order
perception or learning but to the memory of these, and so is not on the
same level as the memory, as it is in a). b) is in effect a reactivation of
memory.

Armed with these preliminaries we are equipped to approach Aristo-
tle’s theory.
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2 Aristotle

2.1 Memory

2.1.1 The modesty of memory: The context of the enquiry into memory

In order to understand Aristotle’s approach to memory we have to see
how it fits into his enquiry into living things, and relate it to the body
on the one hand, and to more basic forms of cognition, on the other.
We shall see that memory depends on a persisting living thing, and on
perception. These are two aspects of the modesty of memory: under-
standing memory in Aristotle requires understanding its systematic rela-
tions to more fundamental concepts.

Aristotle’s investigation into memory forms part of the account of liv-
ing behaviour begun in De anima and continued in the so-called Parva
Naturalia.

Clearly, one question that we have to ask is the way in which body is
present in the account of memory. I think that individuality is necessary
to the account of memory, even if it plays on the surface no great role,
simply because of the question of what the subject of memory is. This
does not mean that Aristotle has any interest in defining as it were the
small scale bodily changes coincident on memory.

As is well known, Aristotle explains psychic phenomena using body
and soul; the example that he himself offers at the start of De anima is
anger, which he defines as a certain kind of change of such and such a
body. An affection (p\hor) is generally speaking anything that a thing
can undergo (p\sweim), and requires a substrate, of which it is a quality
(poi|tgr), in respect of which alteration (\kkoioOshai) is possible, e. g.
pale, dark, sweet, or bitter.44 In the case of living things, “passions”, “emo-
tions”, or, as I will say: affections, are included.45 Corresponding to the

44 On p²hor in general see Met. V 21 1022b15, Met. IX 7 1049a29–30, Met. XII
5 1071a1–2, Phys. V 2 226a29, VIII 7 260a27, De gen. et corr. I 3 319b33,
Cat. 8 9b6. On activity and passivity in perception in Aristotle, cf. Johansen
2002.

45 I render p²hor “affection” (so too Sorabji, and Revised Oxford Translation at e. g.
450a26, Met. 1022b15).



formal account of anger: a desire for revenge for harm received is a ma-
terial one: the boiling of blood around the heart.46 Such “affections” as
anger are “enmattered formulae” (k|coi 5mukoi). This naturalist approach
to the soul is closely connected with his hylomorphic view, namely that
the soul is the form of the living thing. This relation between soul and
body is one that is expressed most clearly in the definition of the soul
as “the primary actuality of a natural body which possesses life potential-
ly”.47 In the case of such affections as anger he concludes:

The formula is the form of the thing and it is necessary for this to be in a
certain kind of matter if it is to exist.48

This is a particular case of Aristotle’s view that matter is necessary for the
existence of forms.49 Matter is not only generally necessary; it must be of
a certain kind if the phenomena are to exist. Such phenomena are, fur-
thermore, natural since they involve change, and change is the subject
of the natural philosopher: nature is the principle of change and rest
in a thing as such. Such phenomena are formal, but enmattered, that is
to say, parts or aspects of the form of the thing. An actuality of this
kind is only reached by the development of the body50 and so minimally
requires a body for its existence.

Whether everything that occurs in the living thing is equally repre-
sented by a concurrent change is a completely different question. Broadly
there are two classes of affection which Aristotle allows for: those like
anger which have a concurrent material change, boiling blood around
the heart, and those like perception which do not.51 Perception is, as it

46 De an. I 1 403a25–28. On this passage see Rapp 2006.
47 On the soul as primary activity see H�bner 1999, King 2001: 40–9.
48 403b2–3. The whole passage 403a3-b3 is an important witness for the central

importance of things common to body and soul (joim² a4) to the project of
De an. Since things common to body and soul are the subject of PN (see
below p. 24), this implies that PN is central to De an. See also King 2009b.
Other important texts for the relevance of the body for the investigation of
the soul are De an. I 3 407b15–26, II 2 414a19–27.

49 E.g. Met. VII 11 103b35–1037a2: only essence is free of matter.
50 De an. II 5 417b16–18.
51 The proof that this formulation does not apply to functions (5qca), especially

perception is due to Burnyeat (1995: 432–3 with fn. 38). In 403a3 p²hg are
the attributes of soul but in 403a16 the p²hg are only passions; the distinction
between functions and passions is made at 403a10–11. Perception and other
functions are among the attributes that require body, but not to the passions
like anger which require a parallel material process.
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were, not a passion.52 We will see that memory, while it has a moving
cause, does not appear to require specific material explanation. This
may seem surprising since, of course, body is required for using one’s
memory. In Aristotle’s terms, this can be made clear by referring to the
phenomenon of change. Memory is in part a change, and that requires
matter that can be determined now in this way and now in that. But re-
membering things does not, for example, have the accompaniment of a
leaping of the heart, as Aristotle thought was concomitant with hope.53

This comparison is germane since just as memory is directed to the
past, so hope, or more generally, expectation is directed to the future.54

But of course, hope is emotive in a way which expectation, in the
sense of forming a belief about what will occur, is not. And his treatment
of memory in De memoria et reminiscentia is free of associations between
memory and emotions. Thus memory is to be associated with perception,
not passion, in terms of the kind of bodily explanation to be given.

Memory depends on body, and this dependency is one way in which
memory is a modest phenomenon. Memory is modest, that is, because,
firstly, the living thing is assumed, namely that of which the soul is pri-
mary actuality. The living thing preserves itself through time by its met-
abolic activity (“vegetative soul”).55 This is one major dependency of
memory, and the other is on perception. This is in a sense a triviality
in Aristotle’s system. For perception is the basic equipment of Aristotelian
animals; and we assume plants do not have memory. Animals perceive
because for Aristotle that is what being an animal is.56

However, the dependency becomes more interesting when we turn to
representation (vamtas_a). For representation depends on perception;
and memory depends on representation. A major task for the interpreta-
tion of Aristotle’s views on memory is to show what the function and na-
ture of representation is in this context. The most important epistemolog-
ical questions concerning representation have already been mentioned.
They are:

Is it simply imagistic?
Does it involve concepts?

52 It is of course something living things undergo (p²sweim), De an. II 5.
53 De part. anim. III 6 669a18–23, and cf. De juv. 26 479b19–26 on palpitation

in the heart caused by fear.
54 De mem. 1 449b10–15.
55 See esp. De an. II 4, King 2001: 49–58.
56 III 12 434a27-b8. On difficult, borderline cases see Lloyd 1996: Ch. 3 Fuzzy na-

tures?
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Can it be true and false?
There is the further question of what it is and how it is related to the

concrete living thing it occurs in. This last question is answered by Aris-
totle in terms of representation being the remains of perception, more
specifically, being a change remaining from actual perception.

Since vamtas_a derives from perception, we will need to take a step
back, and briefly consider perception to answer these questions.57 Of
course, we cannot give a complete account of Aristotle’s view of percep-
tion, although we will consider some aspects of it when we turn to rep-
resentation. However, one feature must be underlined here, since it does
not often take centre stage in the debates about Aristotle’s concept of per-
ception, which tend to be more about the kind of process that it is: per-
ception is a critical faculty, that is, one for making distinctions, as Aris-
totle puts it.58 Thus it is a form of cognition, indeed the only one that
lower animals have.59 Living things are able to distinguish things using
perception.

How does Aristotle see this capacity to make distinctions? Aristotle
thinks that perception is conceptual. In the summary definition of per-
ception he says that what is received by the perceiver is the form without
the matter of the thing.60 Quite what this means, is, of course, conten-
tious.61 The following remarks are intended to capture the uncontrover-
sial aspects. When one is affected by something red then the cause of the
affection is the redness of the thing, and not the individual as such. This
text is very important for the theory of memory; for the description of
the process of perception is one that is taken up in De memoria et remi-
niscentia, as is the comparison of this process with using a seal to leave an

57 We discuss representation at length below p. 40–62.
58 De an. II 11 424a5–10, III 9 432a16, Anal. Post. II 19 99b35. On concepts in

Aristotle’s view of perception see Everson 1997: Ch. 5 Perceptual content, Welsch
1987: 32–59.

59 Anal. Post II 19 99b37–9, Scott 1995: 119, who sees Aristotle’s conception of
perception as involving “an unarticulated concept of the essence.” (p. 135); Ever-
son 1997: 222–5.

60 De an. II 12 424a18–21 – whatever quite “form” means here. He also says that it
is difficult to decide whether it is something with a logos or a logos (III 9
432a30–1, cf. 426b20, 427a1, 9). Cf. Frede 1992: 283. On problems with
the generality of the definition see Lloyd 1996: Ch. 6 The varieties of percep-
tion.

61 For the most comprehensive account of the alternatives, with a plea for a third
way, see Caston 2005.
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impression on wax, which immediately follows the summary account of
perception in De anima II 12.

So far we have mentioned the dependency of memory on both a liv-
ing body and on perception. These are the two features that make mem-
ory modest. Let us now turn to the treatment of memory itself.

Memory is common to body and soul.62 This qualifies it as a subject
of the Parva Naturalia,63 which is expressly a continuation of De anima.64

Perception serves as the criterion of what is common to body and soul, a
role that it is able to perform since it is the principle of the unity between
body and soul in animals.65 He says the following about the subjects of
Parva Naturalia:

All occur with perception, some through perception, some are actually affec-
tions of perception, others are possession of perception, and others are the
preservation and keeping of perception, and yet others the destruction and
privation of perception.66

For our purposes it is worth asking which of these headings would best fit
memory. Apparently, we are embarrassed for choice, as almost any of the
descriptions might fit memory: memory might be an affection of percep-
tion, its possession or preservation. One may think that Aristotle may
have had nothing very specific in mind; the effect is generally compelling
that these phenomena are connected to perception. Perhaps he is not try-
ing here to give a complete classification of things common to body and
soul. Indeed, with the exception of memory it would seem not to be a real
question at all whether the phenomena dealt with in Parva Naturalia are
common to body and soul or not; waking and sleeping, youth and age,
breathing in and out, life and death. None is really a candidate for exis-
tence apart from bodies. But let us consider the question of what memory
is more closely. Three possibilities are

(1) An affection of perception
(2) The possession of perception
(3) The preservation of perception

62 Cf. also De an. I 4 408b25–29 on memory belonging to what is common to
body and soul.

63 Memory is mentioned explicitly in the list at 436a7–10. On the subject of PN
see Morel 2000:10–24.

64 De sens. 1 436a1–6.
65 See Morel 2006a.
66 De sens. 1 436b3–6.
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Both of the first two, here used apparently for different phenomena, are
alternative formulations for memory in De memoria et reminiscentia.67 On
the first blush one can make sense of both: Either memory is an affection
of perception after time has passed or it is the continued possession of
perception. The third possibility is that memory is the preservation of
perception.68 This could be taken as follows: In some cases at least, per-
ception does not just fade, it remains and is preserved.69 But it is certainly
not the whole of Aristotle’s theory; he thinks that the mere remaining of a
perception does not suffice for me to say that I remember it. And the
concept of preservation does not occur in De memoria et reminiscentia.
To return to the problem of finding a suitable formula for memory at
the start of the Parva Naturalia: On balance, it seems that either of
the first two formulae would fit memory. Thus the start of Parva Natu-
ralia introduces memory as something common to body and soul, and as
common to body and soul because it is an affection or a possession of
perception.

Memory is treated in the context of a naturalist psychology by Aris-
totle. Its connection to perception and body are guarantees of its modes-
ty, binding it to an individual and the individual’s perceptions.

So much for the modesty of memory.

2.1.2 The objects of memory

De memoria et reminiscentia begins by stating the subject of the enquiry,
the capacity for memory (lm¶lg) and actual remembering (lmglome¼-
eim).70 The distinction is important, and we will have to establish how ca-

67 On memory as an affection of perception or conception (449b24–25 cf. also
451a30–31, 451b2) see below p. 35. In the case of memory of knowledge i. e.
scientific knowledge (1pist¶lg) Aristotle is hesitant to call the possession or
the affection (6nir, p²hor) the knowledge (Ch. 2 451a27–28), presumably be-
cause the possession or the affection is not the knowledge, rather it is possession
of the knowledge or an affection which in some way represents the knowledge.

68 Alexander In de sens. 8.3.
69 This is the definition of memory in the Philebus 34A10–11, quoted in the In-

troduction p. 18.
70 This is how Michael (6.8–9) understands the distinction between lm¶lg and

lmglome¼eim, followed by Siwek, Sorabji and see also e. g. Ryle 1949: 272).
The same pair lm¶lg and lmglome¼eim occur 449b15–16, in setting the puzzle
at 450b12 and also in the summary of the first chapter (451a14–15, cf.
Ch. 2 451b5, 453b8–9). Bloch (2007: esp. 79–83, 98) denies that memory is
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pacity and actuality relate to one another, and indeed to recollection,
which is also mentioned at this point and briefly distinguished from
memory. Aristotle assumes here that we can distinguish them, and indeed
that we are able to agree that different people excel in each of them, to wit
that slow people have a better memory and the quick, who learn easily,
are better at recollecting. We turn first to memory; later we will take
up recollection. Aristotle uses three questions to structure his enquiry
into memory:

(1) what is memory?
(2) what is its cause?
(3) what part of the soul is involved?

These questions are also applied to recollection (!m²lmgsir). As Chap-
ter 1 discusses memory, we shall begin with it too.

The aim of the enquiry is to give a definition of memory.71 This is the
obvious point of the first question. The second question is ambiguous: it
is not clear which cause is meant, and some of the interpreter’s options
may be mentioned at this point. One might take the question, in a
broad sense, to refer to all the Aristotelian causes, i. e. form, matter,
end and moving cause.72 Or one might restrict it to some of these and
relate it to the definition insofar as the definition explains memory. It
says why memory is what it is. The explanations for something, in
other words, its causes, are in the final analysis contained in its definition.
A standard Aristotelian enquiry asks the question: what is X, and the en-
quiry is finished when the question has been answered.73 A further option
of dealing with the cause here is to restrict it to the moving cause, in the

active on the grounds that it is a state (6nir). But one may distinguish between an
active state and a capacity to be in that state (Metaph. V 20, cited by Bloch p. 75
but not used in his discussion of memory). Of course, 6nir may be distinguished
from an activity as the disposition for an activity; but that is, as Bloch sees, not
the relevant sense of 6nir. His view is connected to his understanding of lelm/-
shai on which see below fn. 432. lelm/shai is the presence of the (relevant) mov-
ing power (Ch. 2 452a10). This is to be understood as the capacity for memory.

71 449b4. Except in Sens. und De longaev. all of the PN define their subjects using
causes; see above all those at the end of De juv. Ch. 23 (King 2001: 130–139).
Sens. and De longaev. are not really exceptions; on the latter see King 2001: 94;
perception has already been defined in De an. II 12 (and cf. II 5).

72 See Phys. II 3. On the theory of causes, see Sorabji 1980: 26–44.
73 Anal. Post. II 2 esp. 90a9–11. See Bolton 1987. It is controversial just how much

of the theory of science or enquiries present in Anal. Post. agrees with what Ar-
istotle himself actually does in his own investigations; cf. Lloyd 1990, Kullmann
1974, 1998: 97–115, Barnes 1993: XIX-XX.
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sense that we want to know what makes memory actually occur.74 We can
put this option on one side for the moment, and turn briefly to the last
question.

The third and last question is answered quickly by Aristotle,75 to the
effect that only those beings remember that perceive time, and they do it
with that capacity with which they perceive. This answer is reached
through consideration of the objects of memory, past experiences in
the life of the thing concerned. Because these are past, memory requires
cognition of time, and this is a function of perception, and perception is,
of course, one function of the soul. The soul, and its parts or capacities,
are, I suggest, formal causes of memory; they are not matter but what de-
termines matter. And we should note that matter is not mentioned at all,
at least at this stage of the enquiry, as part of the explanation of memory.

The first question is also answered quickly, in a provisional fashion:

Provisional definition (PD): Therefore memory is neither perception
nor conception but the possession or affection of one of these, when
time has passed. 449b24–25

We will have to unpack this dense definition in detail. First, some pre-
liminary remarks. The provisional definition is used to decide which
“part” of the soul memory belongs to, that is to say what faculty are
we using when we remember. Thus we also have in PD the answer to
the third question concerning the part of the soul involved in memory.
The path to this goal uses the objects of memory. Aristotle distinguishes
here between three forms of cognition, all directed at objects characterised
by their own modus of time: perception is of the present, expectation of
the future and memory of the past.76 Each is distinguished from the oth-

74 Cf. the formulation at 449b4: di± t¸m’ aQt¸am c¸cmetai, “through which cause it
comes about”.

75 449b29–30.
76 A word about the way the objects of the three forms of cognition are specified:

“The future”, t¹ l´kkom, refers to what is going to happen, above all what one is
going to do (Rhet. II 19 1393a1–5), thus it does not have to happen, in contrast
to that which will be (in De gen. et corr. II 11 337b5–7: t¹ 5stai, t¹ l´kkei, De
divin. 2 463b28–31: t¹ 1sºlemom, t¹ l´kkom); divination deals with the future
(De somn. 1 453b22–23). For Aristotle’s own, sceptical view of divination see
De divin., esp. 1 462b12–26, 2 464a19–24, and van der Eijk 1994: 60 on Ar-
istotle’s results. See also EE VII 14 1248a34-b3. “The past” (t¹ cemºlemom), “the
present” (t¹ paqºm); the latter expression is also used in contrast to what is absent
e. g. what is past and so the object of memory (450a25–7, b12–15), cf. Rhet. I
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ers by the temporal status of its objects. Here we have the real starting
point of Aristotle’s enquiry: What is the object of memory? As is usually
pointed out, he is using a standard feature of his enquiries into the ca-
pacities of things:77 we learn about capacities by investigating their activ-
ities, and these are related in turn to the objects concerned. The object is
thus the first thing to be examined. Aristotle answers the question of the
object of memory by appealing to the temporal aspect of memory: it re-
lates to the past. Hence we remember that we perceived or learnt some-
thing.

The appeal to the past at this point has one great advantage. If a ca-
pacity is defined by its object, it might appear that memory is a confusing
case, for many different kinds of things can be in one’s memory, e. g. per-
ceptions and conceptions are named in the PD. And conceptions
(ug p|kgxir)78 include opinions, scientific theorems, and propositions of
prudence (i. e. practical wisdom).79 So there is quite a variety of objects,
which might be enough to vitiate the approach to a capacity via its ob-
jects. Aristotle’s strategy aims at reducing this complexity by finding a
common denominator for all the objects of memory, namely their rela-

11 1370a32–35, where three modi are listed and related as here to their forms of
cognition.

77 De an. II 4 415a18–22, cf. 6 418a7–8, Wiesner 1985: 170.
78 1pist¶lg, dºna, vqºmgsir De an. III 3 427b24–26; I translate “conception” with

Sorabji, Beare not “supposal” (Hamlyn in De an. III 3) or “judgement” Revised
Oxford Translation in De an. III 3; the former suggests a supposition that one
makes in the absence of information (cf. Rhet. III 16 1417b9–10); but that
is not what is meant here. Rather it is a form of cognition, a conception of
the way things are (cf. Wedin 1988: 103–106). Thus conception, in my use, in-
cludes an assertoric element. “Judgement” is a better translation insofar as it re-
veals the propositional structure. Conceptions can be true or false, and can be
contrasted with science (Cat. 7 8b10–12) and as closely allied to opinion (EN
VI 3 1139b17). Here, conception is parallel to perception as a way of grasping
something, presumably in an articulate proposition (cf. Met. I 1 981a7–9). See
Wedin 1988: 103–106 for the meaning of this term; Wedin translates “suppo-
sition”, which is one meaning the term can bear, but is not suited to capturing the
meaning it has as the generic term covering opinion, science and prudence.
The Topics (IV 5 125b17–19) quote the following definition of memory:

‘Similarly if someone calls memory a disposition that preserves a conception
(6nir jahejtijμ rpok¶xeyr); for memory is not a disposition but an activity.’
In the context, the point is that someone puts something mistakenly in the
genus disposition and not the genus activity. On jatow¶ in Plotinus see below
fn. 742.

79 De an. III 3 427b25–26.
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tion to time. Without the temporal marker, nothing is an object of mem-
ory.

However, one might doubt whether there are particular objects of
memory. In what way does it make sense to speak of the objects of mem-
ory (tà lmglomeut\)80? Obviously, they are not a special class of things
taken independently of cognition. Rather, we are concerned with the ob-
jects (!mtije_lema) of the activity.81 They are relative to the activity of re-
membering. A good comparison is with objects of deliberation. These are
things in the power of the deliberator, about which one is in doubt how
they will turn out. Thus they are relative to the deliberator and, naturally,
in the future.82 Parallel to this the object of memory is relative to the liv-
ing thing whose memory it is. If I remember Theaetetus, then Theaetetus
does not have to be “past” (whatever that might mean – dead?). Rather it
is my perception of him that is past.83

We may distinguish between past perceptions84 and perceptions ear-
lier than now, in other words between a relational property and a quality85

of a particular perception.86 Insofar as I only remember things that are in
my past, my perceptions, the perceptions need only have the relational
property. That we can only remember things we have undergone our-
selves87 is assumed from the beginning of his theory. Such things occur
earlier than now, and are perceived to be earlier than now.

The restriction of the objects of memory is one of the roots of the
epistemological modesty of Aristotle’s conception of memory. But Aristo-

80 Cf. 450a24, Rhet. I 11 1370b1.
81 De an. II 4 415a20.
82 EN III 3 1112a30–31, b2–7. De an. III 10 433b3–7 mentions the connection

between deliberation and the perception of time; the latter is of course also pres-
ent in memory.

83 Sorabji p. 13–14 criticises Aristotle’s view which he thinks is mistaken in taking
the thing to be past, whereas he allows that the “past cognition view”, as he call it,
is correct. However, Aristotle clearly shares the “past cognition view”. See the
Canonical Formula, below p. 32.

84 It would be more natural for us to speak of “experiences”, but I stick with the
translation of the Aristotelian term aUshgsir, and reserve “experience” for his
term 1lpeiq¸a.

85 Cf. po?a 449b9.
86 This alternative arises from the two different ways to conceive of temporal rela-

tions: namely in the A series (past, present, future) and the B series (before, after
and simultaneous), as they have been known since MacTaggart (1927: II 33).
Hence the thing remembered may be earlier than now (450a21), or past
(449b15).

87 The self-memory problem, above, Introduction p. 2.
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tle has reasons for this view that show that this definition is not a mere
stipulation. The modesty of memory is rooted in the way we talk. We
claim, he says, only to perceive things that are present, and when one
is actually contemplating a mathematical object one would claim to
know it, not remember it.88 Clearly, these claims are to be seen within
the general context of Aristotle’s method which relies on the way we
talk about things, “we” being either the many or the wise or both.89

I wish to attribute to Aristotle a version of what I will call “the argu-
ment from activity”. The conclusion of this argument concerns the ca-
pacity involved in an activity. The premises are obtained from the person
performing the activity. Ask Socrates what he is doing when he is doing
geometry and he will tell you: doing geometry, not: I am remembering
these geometrical figures. The argument from activity is designed to allo-
cate activities to capacities. There is no explicit relation to a past percep-
tion in the content under consideration, when actually doing geometry.
Hence there is no need for memory here. For theorems are always
true, and have no relation to time.90

This is not to deny that doing geometry implies having learnt it; far
from it. Aristotle developed his triple scheme to describe psychic faculties
of this kind:

(1) changing from being able to learn geometry, to
(2) having learnt it but not actually using it and
(3) actually doing geometry.91

The argument from activity has far-reaching consequences. The broad
conception of memory which includes all the information which we
have acquired is excluded.92 Rather, remembering only occurs when we
have the object of perception or science in mind but without actually per-
ceiving or contemplating (“without the activities”).93 I remember Theae-

88 449b15–18.
89 EN VII 1 1145b2–7, EE I 6 1216b26–36, on which see Scott 1995: 133–140.
90 Met. IX 10 1051b15–17. Theorems can be accidentally in our memory since we

can remember learning them; see 450a13–14 and below p. 42.
91 See De an. II 5 417a21–417b2, III 4 429b5–10, cf. II 1 412a21–27, and

Wedin 1988: 14–18. On De an. II 5, and the triple scheme see Burnyeat
2002: 48–57.

92 See Introduction p. 9.
93 449b19 reading %meu t_m 1meqcei_m. If one reads 5qcym then it would have to

mean “function”. This is clear from the fact that 5qcom does not mean “thing”
for Aristotle (cf. Bonitz s.v. 2: it can mean work sc. of art or nature (e. g. EN
I 1 1094a4, Part. An. I 1 639b20) – Bonitz translates with opus. And of course
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tetus, but I am not perceiving him now; I remember that the sum of the
angles of a triangle equals two right angles, but I am not doing geometry
now.

This argument might, however, seem to confound two things that are
profoundly different. Are not perception and knowing to be distinguish-
ed here? For they are surely related to memory in different ways. When
Socrates remembers perceiving Theaetetus, then he does not perceive
Theaetetus; but when he remembers that he knows something, then sure-
ly he knows it as well? Yes, but not actively; when he is remembering,
then he is remembering, and not actively “contemplating” the object of
knowledge.94 If you ask him what he is doing, then the answer will be:
remembering, not doing geometry. That is one point.

Another is that, in a sense, perception is also involved in actual re-
membering. For one also perceives the representation that is part of
what is required in an act of memory.95 Another argument for the
same end would be that one has to perceive the time involved in memory.
But this perception is neither the same perception e. g. of Theaetetus yes-
terday, nor indeed is it the same kind of perception, that is not the same
actualisation of the capacity to perceive. Representation may be a func-
tion of perception, in that representations are perceived, as well as orig-
inating in perception, but it should not be confounded with the percep-
tion of external things.

How does Aristotle reach the PD of memory? Through the Canon-
ical Formula (CF) for memory. I call this formula canonical, since it is

the point about perception is that there is no 5qcom beyond the 1m´qceia (Met. IX
8 1050a25); and in De an. he uses 5qca for 1m´qceiai (compare 5qca I 1 402b9–
14, with 1m´qceiai II 4 415a19) when discussing whether one should investigate
capacities or activities first. On the identity between function and activity see
Met. IX 8 1050a21–22: t¹ 5qcom t´kor, B d³ 1m´qceia t¹ 5qcom. (Wiesner
(1985: 173) follows Ross und Michael (7.12–13) in reading 5qcym, which he
understand as “thing”; the idea that memory is of an absent thing (pq÷cla)
gains support from 450a25–27).

94 449b17–18.
95 Representations are perceived: “when its change is actualised, if it is in its own

right, then I perceive it thus and so, and it appears to occur like a thought or
a representation” (450b27–30). Gregoric (2007: 107) suggests that active per-
ception is a constituent of memory in that we can remember someone we see;
this is his reason for denying that memory belongs to representation alone. Cf.
below fn. 138.
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the standard or canon guiding the investigation.96 It is given immediately
before the provisional definition, and provides evidence for the temporal
character of memory:

Canonical Formula (CF) For always whenever someone is active with
respect to remembering, then he says in this way in the soul that he
heard this or perceived it or thought it before. 449b22–23

To begin at the beginning: “For” shows that the CF is derived from
449b18–21. Saying something in the soul is to be opposed to saying
it out loud, and means that one entertains a thought, which has the
form of an assertion.97 This formula is non-technical, not (yet) formulat-
ed in Aristotelian terminology. It is an assertion about what we do in ac-
tive remembering.

Aristotle thinks that animals other than man have memory, namely
those that perceive time.98 Time is mentioned here in the cognition
that happened “before”, and, as Aristotle remarks, the before and after
are in time.99 The formulation of the CF seems, however, to exclude an-
imals other than man, since it would appear that they do not say (k´ceim)
anything,100 whether in the soul or not.101 Obviously, Aristotle is thinking
primarily of humans since only they learn (e. g. maths) and think.102 So
how can we generalise CF to include all animals with memory? What is
needed is some way to bring together, in the act of memory, the content
of a perception with a time. This can most clearly occur in an articulate
utterance. But if animals are to perceive time (whatever quite this
means)103, then time has to be distinct from what is perceived at this
time. A dog will have to know that the bone is not there now, and dis-
tinguish the present perception from the past one. In the later version

96 Labarri�re (2000: 269, 275) calls the final definition “canonique”, but of course
in a different sense: it is naturally Aristotle’s own, official view.

97 “Saying something in the soul” is a Platonic account of thinking (diamoe?shai),
that can lead to an opinion (dºna); see Theaetetus 189E-190A, Sophist 263D-
264A, and on dºna Philebus 38E. Thus even this formulation, involving the
soul is not simply put in purely Aristotelian terms.

98 449b28–30.
99 450a21–22.
100 On Aristotle’s theory of language and animals see Wedin 1988: 152–156, and

Ax 1978, Sorabji 1993: 7–16.
101 Sorabji pp. 10, 71 ad 449b30–450a25.
102 449b19–22.
103 See below p. 62–69.
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generality is preserved, at least on the surface, by the formulation that
“one in addition perceives (pqosaish²metai) that one saw or heard some-
thing earlier”;104 the “saying in the soul” of the CF is replaced by “perceiv-
ing in addition”.

Explaining CF is the business of De memoria et reminiscentia: when
we have explained under what conditions the state of affairs described in
CF occurs, then we have a definition of memory. This may sound as
though there is a confusion between what memory is and its existence.
But it has to be shown how memory as defined in the provisional defi-
nition can occur, by referring to the living thing, composed of body
and soul. The final definition will combine the requirements of the
PD with the basic elements of Aristotelian psychology.

The aim of the enquiry is therefore to determine what these condi-
tions are, and so explain what active memory is. These are the conditions,
which are sufficient for such a state of affairs, which we call being active
with one’s memory, to obtain.105 We can expect this explanation to use
Aristotle’s causes.

104 450a19–21. Gregoric (2007: 99) sees these lines as “an elucidation of what the
perception of time amounts to”, and takes this to be not the “awareness of the
passage of time” but the “awareness of the temporal relation in which things ex-
perienced in the past stand to the subject in the present.” While I agree that per-
ception of time has this restricted meaning in De mem., I do not think the pur-
pose of these lines is to elucidate this concept, but rather that of memory itself. It
may be, however, that Gregoric sees this perception of time as identical with
memory (p. 100: “The perception of time is constitutive of memory because
we remember something only when we are aware that the thing currently present
to our mind has been experienced before”, cf. e. g. p. 105 when discussing the
grasp of time at 450a9–14, he identifies this with the perception of time dis-
cussed at 450a19, and says that this is “constitutive of memory”; also p. 109 re-
ferring to these lines and 449a28–30; but of course, as he knows (see p. 106 on
452b23–9), awareness of time does not exhaust memory even if it is one con-
stituent of it; the lines 450a19–21 are not restricted to the perception of time
but also specify the content of memory.) Furthermore, Aristotle’s argument
(449b28–30) that only those animals can remember that can perceive time
would be severely hampered if these two activities were identical. Finally, I can
perceive time without remembering anything (see below p. 62 ff ). While Gregor-
ic (2007: 99) does wish to distinguish between perception of time in De mem.
and the cognition of time generally speaking, it is not clear how he picks out just
that grasp of time he wishes to identify with memory in a non-question begging
way.

105 If we are looking for the necessary conditions of memory, we can contrast them
with the five conditions of memory given in the Phaedo, above Introduction p.
15.
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But what about the definition of memory? This is the question with
which the treatise opens. The definition may be explanatory; but as we
have seen, we have also already had a provisional definition. So we are
aiming at a final definition having started from a provisional one. Let
us now look at PD again:

PD Therefore memory is neither perception nor conception but the pos-
session or modification of one of these, when time has passed. 449b24–
25

This provisional definition uses Aristotelian terminology to express what
he takes to be implied in the CF, which does not use technical terms. The
provisional definition is argued for (“therefore”) from the CF.

How can we understand the progress of the enquiry as a whole? The
explanation will be concerned with showing how the content of the def-
inition can exist in a living thing. The PD says what memory is; but this
can only be valid if Aristotle can show that memory, understood in such a
way, can actually occur. That is to say, he must give us an account show-
ing that the conditions necessary for its existence are present in living
things. We may compare here the enmattered formulae:106 anger takes
place in such and such matter, and must do so if it is to exist. Once
that has been shown, the definition has been justified. There is thus a
close connection between what something is and the requirements for
its existence.

The PD is not simple to grasp, firstly, in that alternatives are offered,
and secondly, in that the terms used to express them are ambiguous. In
the provisional definition, there are four possibilities for what memory
is, depending on how we combine each of the two alternatives in the
PD, possession,107 affection,108 perception, conception:

106 Above p. 21.
107 449b25. These alternatives are mentioned also 451a23–24, 27–28. “Possession”

translates 6nir (Met. V 20 1022b4–10); an alternative translation would be
“state” (cf. 1022b10): memory is the state a perception or a conception is in
after time has passed. This possibility is very close to the idea that memory is
an affection (or modification) of perception, in other words the other possibility
that Aristotle mentions here. Taking memory as a state of perception reminds
one of the decaying sense view of representation, which Aristotle mentions in
the Rhetoric (representation is a weak perception; see below in main text) is to
be rejected because he does not think that a memory is simply a perception or
conception that has changed its state, as it were, grown weaker in time; rather
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PDa1 the possession of perception when time has passed

PDa2 the affection of perception when time has passed

PDb1 the possession of conception when time has passed

PDb2 the affection of conception when time has passed

At first sight, the formulations in terms of possession, PDa1 and PDb1,
seem straightforward: you have a perception or a conception and you
keep it.109 That is, you remember it. This reminds one of the Platonic
formulation that memory is the preservation of perception.110 One
might reformulate this view by saying that Socrates remembers seeing
Theaetetus when he has, or “possesses” this perception, stored as it
were. But clearly we do not know what is required “to possess a percep-
tion”, let alone “to possess a conception”.

The situation is even less clear with the formulations in terms of af-
fection (p\hor). In some sense, what this might mean is that perception
undergoes (p\sweim) a modification; it is affected in some way. But this
only helps us some of the way. For if memory is the modification of per-
ception or conception, and this is taken to mean that something happens
to the perception or conception, then we must ask just what happens to
it. One might try to answer the question using a celebrated formulation
from the Rhetoric.111 Representation is a weak perception, that is to say,

it has to be related by the activity of the remembering agent to the original ex-
perience. This is reflected in the Final Definition, which uses the word 6nir also,
but clearly in the sense of “possession”. Provisional and Final Definitions must
use the term in the same sense. All of the passages which use the term can be
interpreted in this sense (Ch. 2 451a23–24, 27–28, 451b3).

108 See above p. 20.
109 Cf. also the distinction made in Ch. 2 451a29–30 between science or affection

and memory: the latter is only present when time has passed.
110 Cf. on the Philebus, Introduction p. 18, and cf. p. 24.
111 I 11 1370a28–29. For the decay through time as a change cf. Hobbes (Hobbes

translated the Rhetoric into English, of course, so the origin of his doctrine can
hardly be doubted) Leviathan Part I Ch. 2 (Tuck Cambridge 1996 ed. p. 16): “As
at a great distance of place, that which we look at appears dimme, and without
distinction of the smaller parts; and as Voyces grow weak, and inarticulate: so
also after great distance of time, our imagination of the past is weak…This de-
caying sense, when wee would express the thing it selfe, (I mean fancy it self,) wee
call imagination, as I said before: But when we would express the decay, and sig-
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time affects my perception in such a way that it becomes weaker, and
then I have representation. But obviously a weak representation does
not give us memory for a number of reasons. For, as we have seen,
using our example, something has to be done at the time of actually re-
membering (t2), for the activity to count as memory. And a further, de-
cisive, problem is that this account does not fit the case of a conception.
Theaetetus’ opinion that Socrates is good does not become weaker when
he has it in his memory.112 And of course, as with remembering a percep-
tion, Theaetetus has to do something, when remembering this opinion.

When considering the many possibilities offered by the provisional
definition, we must, I think, keep in mind the fact that at this stage
we are dealing with a provisional definition. The Final Definition will
have to be less ambiguous; will have to come down in favour of one for-
mulation. This implies that, in the rest of the enquiry into memory, we
will get an explanation of what is required for this definition to be instan-
tiated. This points to the direction the enquiry will take: the functions of
living things, their capacities and the realisations of these capacities form
the body of the investigation. In the course of the enquiry we will see how
a perception has to be modified, and how it has to be “possessed” for it to
count as a memory; and so too for a conception. This is a plea for saying
that in the formulation on offer here “possession or affection” are alterna-
tive ways of saying the same thing.113 Perceptions and conceptions are
possessed, and they are altered in the course of being used to remember
with. That is to say, they are not affected merely by the passage of time;
they are affected by being made part of an act of memory. And if we want
to know more about what it means for them to be possessed and affected,
well, we just need to read on. As already indicated, the Provisional Def-
inition looks forward to a Final Definition. And in fact, the Final Def-
inition (451a15–16) is phrased in terms of possession, not affection114;
one way of reading affection in the PD might be to say that it is the af-
fection that lies in the act of remembering: one has to regard the repre-
sentation that remains from the perception or that bears the opinion in a
certain way and so modify it.

nifie that the sense is fading, old and past, it is called Memory. So that Imagina-
tion and Memory are but one thing, which for divers considerations hath divers
names.”

112 An answer to this objection might be that the conception does not become weak-
er, but the representation does, on which entertaining the belief depends.

113 Cf. Bloch 2007: 81, n. 126.
114 Below p. 81.
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So much for the ambiguities of affection and possession. It is not clear
how perception and conception are to be cashed out here. Both are am-
biguous. The following are some possibilities for perception,115 with sight
as the example:

seeing pale
seeing that the pale is Socrates
seeing pale Socrates
seeing that Socrates moves

Obviously, the conceptual richness of perception varies greatly between
these possibilities. But still we are dealing with conceptual cognition all
along; this is the reason one is justified in all cases in translating Aristotle’s
notion of aUhgsir perception. It is to be expected that the memory will
vary in its conceptual richness depending on the perception concerned.
A further problem arises from this list, namely that whilst it is clear
that all conceptions (opinion, knowledge and prudence)116 are propositio-
nal in structure, only some perceptions117 are. As we have seen from the
PD, memory is propositional in character, and we have to see which per-
ceptions can be remembered. For example does it make sense to say: ‘I
remember pale’? Clearly, those animals that cannot speak but can remem-
ber will do something else than speak when actively remembering. Clear-
ly, if their only form of cognition is perception, then what they do when
remembering is perception; more precisely, as we have seen, they perceive
in addition that the perception is past118 using their perceptive capacity to
represent things to themselves. And what they do in the final analysis, as
we will see in the Final Definition,119 is to perceive representations as
being images of what they represent.

Perception has a variety of possible objects for Aristotle,120 and pale-
ness belongs to the simplest form, the special objects of the senses, e. g.
colour for vision. Hence we started with such an attribute, paleness, in
our consideration of what the possession of a perception might mean.
But obviously, there are other forms of perception besides the special ob-

115 Taken from De an. II 6, III 1, III 3.
116 Above p. 28.
117 Thomas Johansen suggests to me that in fact most perceptions can be regarded as

propositional, with references to De an. 418a15, 428b21. This is of course a very
weak claim.

118 450a19–21, above p. 93.
119 Below p. 81.
120 De an. II 6, III 1.
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jects of perception, especially the common objects of perception, that is,
those that belong to more than one form of perception, such as unity,
number, movement, extension and figure.121 This form of perception is
related in two ways to memory. On the one hand, of course, the percep-
tions of such things can be remembered, as it were incidentally, if they are
made to play a role in a proposition (I remember that there were three
trees by the house); on the other hand, they relate to time insofar as
time is perceived and is connected to magnitude and motion.122 For it
would seem that just as one can hear or see something move, so one
can hear or see some regular motion serving to measure time. And, as
we have seen from the start of De memoria et reminiscentia,123 the percep-
tion of time is a prerequisite for memory. We will have to discuss the re-
lation between common perception and memory in more detail when we
come to the perception of time.

The third and final form of perception is what Aristotle calls inciden-
tal perception.124 Perception of the particular objects and perception of
the common objects of perception are both direct (per se); as such,
these things are objects of perception. In contrast, individuals can be per-
ceived accidentally, insofar as the attributes that belong to them are per-
ceived. Indeed, perception is particularly connected with individuals, as
opposed to scientific knowledge, which is linked to universals.125 But
the individual is not perceived as such, merely accidentally, namely inso-
far as it is qualified in a certain way.126 The important thing is that the
object of perception, and hence of the memory of this perception, is
an object localised in space, and perceived at a certain time. Mention
of Coriscus as an object of memory127 shows that it is the individual
via the perception of him that is remembered, and not simply the repre-
sentation, as it were, taken on its own, as a simple psychological datum. It
is of course a crucial question how this transition is possible, and this is

121 De an. II 6 418a17–20, III 1 425a14–21; see for example Welsch 1987: 307–
380, Brunschwig 1996.

122 Phys. IV 11 219a12–13, 12 220b24–26.
123 Above p. 27.
124 The classic treatment is Cashdollar 1973.
125 De an. II 5 417b22–23, Anal. Post. I 31 87b28–39, Met. XII 10 1087a15–

21.See Wedin 1988: 202–8, Scott 1995: 152–6.
126 De an. II 12 424a21–24.
127 450b31; notice also the formulation at 450b12–15.
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part of what I called “the present-past problem” (P2) in the Introduc-
tion.128

So much for perception and memory. The PD says that memory is
the possession or affection of a perception or a conception. What we
have now done is to review the variety of objects which can be perceived,
and hence serve as objects of memory. We shall return to the subject when
we come to consider representation and memory. For representations are
derived from actual perceptions. We may thus hope that discussion of
representation will show more clearly what it means for a perception to
be modified or possessed.

Memory of a conception here may refer to any or all of the three
kinds of conception that Aristotle recognises, namely, opinion, science
and prudence.129 Thus we might remember, for example, that we had
an opinion, had entertained such and such a theorem, or that such and
such an act was brave. The connection with time, which lies at the
heart of this passage, is one of the questions that arise here. For clearly
opinions and judgements of prudence may be connected to time by
their content; they concern particular things that change.130 This is not
the case with science, which is concerned with universals.

Our sixth problem concerned the exclusion of universals from mem-
ory.131 It would appear in the CF that the understanding of memory here
is one according to which I can remember having thought something.132

Obviously, it remains possible that it is not the content that is linked with
time but rather the act of thinking it, and this through aspects incidental
to this act, on this reading. It is primarily the thinking, rather than the
thought as such that is remembered. Nothing prevents one from remem-
bering concepts, in Aristotle’s view, but one only remembers them acci-
dentally. For as such they are not temporally marked. One might instead
remember (the circumstances surrounding) learning a concept, or per-
ceiving an instance falling under a concept.133 Possession of a concept
is not, as we have seen, a matter of remembering it; but of having learnt
it. This was one point of the triple scheme.134

128 Above p. 1–2.
129 On “conception” see above p. 28.
130 EN VI 6 1141b9–18.
131 See Introduction p. 3.
132 449b23.
133 Ch. 1 449b17–18 450a13–14, 450a23–25, 450b20–22, 2 451a28–29; cf.

Wiesner 1998: 126, Michael 22.17–19.
134 Above p. 30.
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What have we achieved in this section? The aim of Aristotle’s enquiry
is the definition of memory. This is to be accomplished using the causal
factors responsible for memory occurring. These factors relate to living
things, persisting through time and endowed with perception. These
are two aspects of the modesty of memory, its dependence on persisting
things and on their perception. Memory is distinguished from other
kinds of cognition by its object, namely something past: it is related to
past perception or past conceptions. He finds this view of memory in
our way of attributing memory to people, when they actually remember.
He encapsulates the view in the Canonical Formula, which in turn he
translates into his own technical terms in the Provisional Definition :
memory is possession or affection of a conception or perception after
time has passed.

What remains to be done is to show how time is grasped, and how,
after time has passed, the original perception can still be available (our
P2). In order to answer the question of how memory requires time we
have first to ask how representation is part of the explanation of memory.
Aristotle uses the objects of memory to establish the part of the soul re-
sponsible for memory, namely the perceptive part. This in turn is respon-
sible for representations.

2.1.3 Memory and representation

Representation, vamtas¸a, enters De memoria et reminiscentia to begin
with through Aristotle’s approach to the question of what part of the
soul is responsible for memory. His answer to this question is based, in
part, on consideration of the subjects of memory: animals other than hu-
mans have memory, namely those that perceive time, and these animals
only perceive, and do not think, therefore their memory must also be
(a function of) perception.135 The following section gives reasons for
thinking that memory, even that of thoughts is a function of the percep-

135 449b28–30. This line of thought provides support for Wedin’s contention that
vamtas¸a is not a faculty for Aristotle. Wedin (1988: 45–57) takes this claim to
mean, inter alia, that there are no specific objects of vamtas¸a : he shows that the
investigation of vamtas¸a does not follow the lines laid down in De an. II 4 for
the investigation of faculties. The fact that vamtas¸a is not a faculty in its own
right means I take it that any cognitive capacities that it confers are inherited
from perception, above all conceptual content.
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tive system in the form of representation.136 This very difficult section is
of great general interest for the insights which it offers into the way in
which Aristotle conceives of thought and representation. We will be ask-
ing primarily what its consequences are for our understanding of repre-
sentation in the context of memory.

Representation serves many functions for Aristotle: it is a kind of
hinge between perception and thought, something that remains from per-
ception, and, in perceiving things, is able and necessary to support the
thought of abstractions. It is to the discussion of this function in De
anima that Aristotle refers, in De memoria et reminiscentia, when he has
discussed the object of memory.137 In order to understand the fundamen-
tal role that representation plays in the investigation of memory, we will
have to go beyond this function of representation, and consider what Ar-
istotle thinks representation is quite generally. As we shall see, represen-
tation forms a central part of the Final Definition of memory. Two fun-
damental aspects of memory will be illuminated by this dependence on
representation. Firstly, the question of the relation between memory
and change, and hence the relation of memory to the body. Secondly,
the question of the extent to which images and concepts are responsible
for memory.

Let us now turn to the passage in which representation is introduced
into De memoria et reminiscentia.138

136 449b30–450a14. On this passage, see the excellent treatment by Wiesner 1985.
137 Ch. 1 449b30 referring to De an. III 7 431a16–7, 431b2 and 8 432a10 (cf.

Wiesner 1985: 181).
138 My interpretation follows Wiesner 1985: esp. 186–7, in the account of the three

steps in the passage. Gregoric (2007: 101–107), who does not mention Wiesner
1985 in the discussion of this passage, presents a version of the argument preserv-
ing the order of the text at 450a10–13: he thinks time is grasped, i. e. perceived
not by imagination, but by the more general capacity comprising both imagina-
tion (i. e. vamtas¸a), which according to his interpretation is referred to by the
phrase “common sense” both at 450a10 and at PA IV. He thinks this because per-
ception of time, i. e. in his view memory, may be not only of things imagined,
but also of things perceived: “I can see a person on the street and realize that
I’ve met that person before; or I can imagine a certain person and know that I
have met that person before.” (p.107) But the grasp of time here is one thing,
and the perception of the person another. The former is a matter of imagination,
the latter of perception. I see Socrates and remember him; my seeing him is not
part of my remembering him. On the perception of time, see also Veloso-Rey
2005.
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The first step139 is to show how all thoughts require representation, to
offer a basis for abstraction. Aristotle uses a comparison with the process
of drawing a geometrical diagram, where one abstracts from the exact
magnitude. So too in thinking of magnitudes. And even the thought of
things with no magnitude requires magnitudes, Aristotle thinks. Howev-
er, they are not thought of as magnitudes. Thus the latter, magnitudes
serving as the basis for thinking of things without magnitudes, are also
abstracted from.140

The second step141 is to show how magnitudes and changes are grasp-
ed by the same thing142 as time. They are grasped using representations.
Since representation is a function of common perception, the cognition
of these three things (time, change, magnitude) is a function of the pri-
mary perceptive capacity.143

The third step144 applies this argument to memory, both that of
thoughts and that of perceptions. Both are functions of perception, al-
though the memory of thoughts is accidentally a function of the capacity
to think.145 In this way, Aristotle can allow that animals other than hu-
mans, which have no capacity to think, may have memory.

What does this argument allow us to conclude about representations?
One line of thought which may exercise a certain attraction is the follow-

139 449b30–450a9.
140 Aristotle does not talk of “abstraction”, restricting himself to moOr and its cog-

nates. On the separation of moOr from magnitude, cf. De an. III 4 429b10–22.
141 450a9–12; the question why time is necessary to think things is posed and post-

poned here (a7–9) by Aristotle, but not answered anywhere in the Corpus.
142 è line 450a10. Wiesner (1985: 185) sees that as being the v²mtasla also men-

tioned in that line. But I see no reason not to think that it is the capacity, i. e. the
primary sense faculty in lines 11–12; obviously it will not (always) be the nu-
merically same vamt²slata with which time, change and magnitude are grasped.
Cf. Gregoric (2007: 105) says that the passage not say strictly that time, magni-
tude and change are all grasped by the same thing, but it assumes that time is
grasped by one thing, and then says change and magnitude must be grasped
by the same thing. This is a stronger claim than the usual reading of these
lines, and implies that reading.

143 Sorabji p. 74–5 finds a second argument in 450a9–14 for attributing memory
to the representative faculty, namely that memory relies on an image of the thing
remembered and this is a function of the imagination, i. e. the representative ca-
pacity. In fact, this argument is not used in the present passage. It plays an im-
portant role in the Final Definition (below p. 81). Gregoric 2007: 99–111 ar-
gues that the order of the textus receptus should be kept in lines 450a10–13.

144 450a12–14.
145 Reading 450a13 toO mogtijoO with ms. P.
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ing. One could think that by representation Aristotle means pictures of the
thing concerned because he starts from a diagram, and says that what
happens in thought is the same affection (p\hor) as in drawing a dia-
gram.146 Thus, on this reading, when he talks of thinking things without
magnitude, he is saying that to think the concept ‘lion’ we need a picture
of a lion,147 from which we abstract to gain the necessary generality. A
line of thought like this would offer support for the view that what is
meant here by vamt\slata are images. I think this reading is much
too restrictive. Representations may be images, but need not be, for ex-
ample that kind relevant to dreams; but Aristotle’s net is cast much
more widely. He nowhere equates vamt\slata with images; this simple
textual fact places the burden of proof on those who think that he
does in fact subscribe to this equation.148

The main thing to be found in this passage is the thought that rep-
resentations are magnitudes, in which the objects of thought are present
to the thinker. As we shall see, representations are changes in perceiving
things. This is Aristotle’s answer to what representations are. Thus these
changes may occur in the perceiving things and serve a variety of func-
tions, and take a variety of forms. They may serve memory without
being a picture of what was perceived and is now being remembered.
The fact that representation is a function of perception should not lead
us to make the mistake of thinking that what we are doing is engaging
in a form of inner perception, like external perception, but inside us. In-
deed, Aristotle does talk of perceiving vamt\slata,149 but one need not
think that every function of perception is on the same level; one need
not confuse perceptions of my own states and affections with that of
those external to me. For one thing, imagination is in my power – I
can activate it or not; and that is not true in the case of perception.

With regards to any pictorial presentation of concepts, although one
certainly does need the presentation of the way in which the concept can
be applied to an individual, an image is ill-suited to perform this task. For
a start, images, on their own, are not propositional in character, and

146 See above p. 20.
147 See esp. the language of “placing a magnitude before one’s eyes” (450a5), and cf.

De an. III 3 427b18–20. Wiesner (1985: 181–2) follows Michael’s account
(9.3–15) of how the vamtas¸a serves as a p¸man for moOr : the latter understands
the vamt²slata as impressions; the generality of moOr arises from the t¼poi of
perception.

148 For example, Bloch 2007: 64 simply asserts this.
149 E.g. Ch. 1 450b16–18.
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therefore do not include the instructions of how to apply concepts needed
to make assertions. Such an instruction might be, for example: “use the
concept of a lion only if the animal is such and such.” Aristotle does
say, in an important text from De anima,150 that vamtas_a is different
from assertion and denial; since truth and falsity consist in the combina-
tion of thoughts (mo^lata).

So if representations are magnitudes necessary for thoughts, just what
are representations? The passage in De memoria et reminiscentia under
discussion does not tell us. As already mentioned, Aristotle refers us to
the treatment of representation in De anima. Despite the fact that this
reference may be to later parts of the treatment,151 let us turn to the
main discussion in III 3.152 For it would seem that only there will we
get an explanation of the nature of representation. Only then will we
be able to explain its role in memory.

As any reader of Aristotle’s treatment of vamtas_a, representation,
will realise, there are many different mental phenomena which he is try-
ing to account for.153 Representation is, in its terminological use, the ca-
pacity, and what this capacity produces are vamt²slata.154 What are

150 III 7 432a7–14.
151 See above note 137. In fact, the dependency of thought on representation is

noted at 427b14–16, part of the introduction to the main treatment in III 3.
The dependency of representation on perception is further emphasised by the
order of exposition (perception: II 5-III2, representation III 3), and is directly
relevant to the explanation of memory insofar as memory recurs to a perception
by means of the remains of that perception.

152 In later chapters of Book III the connection between vamtas¸a and the motion of
living things is discussed. See esp. 7 431b2–10, 10–19, 10 433a10–14. Practi-
cal aspects of memory are only touched on in De mem.; hence the practical role
of representation is also peripheral to our concerns.

153 I follow Wedin’s suggestion (1988:24–30) that there is a central theory in the
third part of De an. III 3 esp. in the lines 428b10–17 which is meant to explain
the phenomena, especially those noted in the second part (427b16–428b10).

154 De an III 3 428a1–5, Wedin 1988: 46–49, Morel p. 39, and see 449b30–31,
450b10 and cf. 450a31–32. vamt²slata are sometimes called vamtas¸ai e. g.
425b25, 428a12, 433a11, 27. On vamtas¸a in Aristotle see Freudenthal 1863,
Nussbaum 1978: Essay 2, Welsch 1987: 381–8, Modrak 1987: 81–110,
Wedin 1988, Schofield 1992, Frede 1992, Caston 1996, 1998: 269–86,
Rapp 2001. The translation “representation” is preferable to “imagination”, for
a number of reasons. Firstly, in standard English “imagination” means a creative
ability; and this is of course not meant (cf. Schofield 1992: 251). One might use
the word to mean the power to produce mental images. But again this is unsat-
isfactory, since there is no reason to think that all vamtas¸a is concerned with

2 Aristotle44



vamt\slata? One possible translation is: “images”, another might be “ap-
pearances” or “apparitions”. Because Aristotle wishes to exclude a meta-
phorical use of vamtas¸a without saying what this is, commentators
have wished to exclude either images or appearances from his treat-
ment.155 It must, I think, be admitted that he is concerned with both
mental images and the way in which things may appear to me. The fa-
mous example of the sun appearing a foot across shows his interest in
the latter;156 and the fact that dreams are to be explained by reference
to vamtas_a demonstrates his concern for the former. Both of these as-
pects are captured, at least to some degree, by the idea of representations.
For we can say that things present themselves to me in such and such a
way, and dreams may be taken to represent things. Hence the translation
used here for both the capacity and its products.157 It is of course another
question whether these aspects can be explained satisfactorily by Aristo-
tle’s treatment; there is no need for us to answer this question here in
all its generality. All we need to do is to take the resources from De
anima that Aristotle appeals to for the account of memory.

A large part of the treatment there is purely negative, and has the pur-
pose of showing that representation is distinct from those capacities by
which we are right and wrong about the way things are (opinion, science,
and prudence).158 The positive part of the treatment aims to show that

mental images. See Lycos 1964, Nussbaum 1978: 241–55, Caston 1996:
esp. 50–2, Schofield 1992: esp. 264–71, Frede 1992: 279 f. , 285, Rapp
2001: 79, Lefebvre 1997, Labarri�re 2000: 269, fn. 1, plumps for ‘representa-
tion’ but Morel p. 38–39 chooses ‘imagination’, on the grounds that this is
more of an activity. I do not see that this argument is enough to exclude repre-
sentation; for representing things requires doing something.

155 Schofield (1992: 252–253) remarks that images are not the focus of attention in
the sections of III 3 in which the connection with perception is established
(428b10–429a10), so too Burnyeat 2008a: n. 15, Hicks 1907: 460 ad 428a1
comes to the opposite conclusion; Wedin 1988: 64–71 argues against Schofield;
Nussbaum 1978: 252–4 follows Freudenthal 1863: 30 in allowing both senses
and excluding “show” or “pomp” as the metaphorical use. I follow Nussbaum and
Freudenthal.

156 De an. III 3 428b2–4, De ins 1 458b29, 2 460b18.
157 Thomas Johansen has insisted to me that the fit between representation and vam-

tas¸a is less than perfect: for of course in modern parlance perception and
thought may be counted kinds of representation, and they are not vamt²slata,
although they may require it. I stick to my view that representation is a good term
to capture crucial functions of vamtas¸a.

158 427b27–428b9.
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representation can arise from perception.159 The following argument pro-
vides the starting point:

one thing that undergoes change changes another thing;160

representation is a change or change of a kind;161

therefore representation can be a change remaining from actual percep-
tion.162

The argument is reflected in the concluding definition of representation:

[Representation] is a change which arises from actual perception.163

The kind of change is not specified, that is, whether it is alteration, loco-
motion or change in quantity.164 This leaves the interpreter with a variety
of possibilities. For, in the last analysis, saying that we are dealing with
changes cannot be enough, as changes that are just changes and not
also changes of a specific kind presumably do not exist. Such an answer
would be provisional, at best. There are two options one might consider,
and they are not mutually exclusive.

Firstly, we might conclude that we are dealing with changes of a
kind,165 and interpret this change in terms of De anima II 5.166 There

159 428b10–429a9.
160 Thus even when the mover, the perception has finished, its effect may continue.

The commentators standardly refer to Phys. VIII 5 256a4, but see Ins. 2 459a28-
b23, where he postulates a similar process for the transport of perceptions, as a
kind of alteration, to that which happens when locomotion is passed between
bodies. Cf. the theory of throwing Ph. VIII 10 266b28, Cael. III 2 301b23–
30 used in the theory of recollection (Mem. 2 453a19–28) and dreams
(Ins. 459a23–459b7, cf. also Div. 464a6).

161 428b11. He says that representation is taken to be (doje?) “a change or a kind of
change”. Aristotle does not say: by whom. The remark is mysterious since the
only person, as far as we know, who had even the rudiments of a theory of rep-
resentation was Plato, and he does not say that representation is a kind of change
(but cf. Laws X 896E on the kinds of psychic change; memories (lmgla¸) feature
among them at 896D).

162 III 3 428b10–11.
163 III 3 429a1–2.
164 The four kinds of change are specified in Phys. III 1 and V 1; in the context of

the psychology, see also De an. I 3 406a12–13, and the soul as cause of the var-
ious forms of change II 4 415b21–28.

165 tir alienans. (See e. g. Goodwin 1894: §1016, p. 217–8: “tir sometimes implies
that the word to which it is joined is not to be taken in its strict meaning”; he
gives as an example Republic 334A10.) A major weakness of this alternative is
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the triple scheme is used167 to distinguish two ways of changing. The first
way consists in changing from a privation (not-smooth) to the acquisition
of a new property (smooth). The second way consists in exercising a ca-
pacity that has already been acquired through changing in the first way.
The first way refers primarily to the biological development of the sub-
ject.168 Now, we might want to fit representations into this scheme by say-
ing that they exemplify the second way of changing.

An alternative move would be to see Aristotle leaving the terms of ref-
erence of his Physics and adopting a concept of mental change. The for-
mulation “representative changes” in De insomniis169 might suggest such a
move. The first move, interpreting representation as change of a kind, in
the sense of the exercise of an acquired capacity, is only as helpful as it is
in the case of perception;170 and as the ongoing debate shows171 it has not
been possible to reach a real consensus about Aristotle’s view of the role of
matter and change in perception. It is very difficult to say if there is some
particular material change underlying perception, or if perception is only
a change of a different kind. The lack of consensus is perhaps not surpris-
ing. For saying that something belongs to a class such as change only in a
way is only informative, when we say in what way it is a change.172

Even in the absence of clarity about the way we are to understand rep-
resentation as a change, something is gained by taking it as a change. We
can explain what happens in representation, at least in the sense of point-
ing at the events that go to make it up. The changes in question only
occur in living things which perceive, and in fact are restricted in their
causes to those things which are perceived, because not all the changes
happening in a perceiver have to do with its being a perceiver. This is per-
haps a modest restriction, as we do not really know what the changes are.
But some general things can be said about change. Change is a reality (ac-

that the tir occurs only in the introductory passage (428b11), and not in the final
definition 429a1–2; on the difficulties with the final definition see esp. Wedin
1988: 28–30.

166 Cf. Wedin’s (1988: 14–18) use of II 5 as a “Framework passage” for psychology
in general; on this chapter see Burnyeat 2002.

167 See above p. 30.
168 De an. II 5 417b16–18.
169 462a8–9.
170 Cf. II 5 esp. 417b14–19.
171 See esp. Burnyeat 1992, 1995, 2002, Johansen 1997, Sorabji 1974, 1992, Nuss-

baum Putnam 1992, Everson 1997: esp. 10–11, 58–60, Caston 2005.
172 For a plea that it is relative change that is meant, see Burnyeat 1995.

2.1 Memory 47



tuality)173 with causal efficacy. The efficacy of change means that it can
propagate itself under the right conditions and pass change on. Change
is incomplete reality, so that even before it is bound into a function or
an action, realising an end, it is something that exists. Furthermore,
since it exists, but has not yet attained the end of the action but can
do, it explains the possibility of failure; and change requires matter
that can change from being such and such to being thus and so.174

This last point is not really new; in fact it amounts to the following tau-
tology: since soul is the actuality of a body, then anything that occurs in
the body insofar as it has a soul will also require body. But we can ask
precisely how the general dependency on body is to be understood in
this particular case. Actual perception requires organs, so representation
requires body, because it arises from actual perception. But one cannot
without further ado draw conclusions from this about the existence or na-
ture of the changes in the living thing that might then be identical to or
correlated with the representative change.

The fact that changes are incomplete reality needs a little explaining.
As long as the change is occurring it has not reached its end. Being for
change is, in Aristotle’s view, essentially connected to its end. Yet the
change is only as long as it has not reached its end: on reaching the
end it is no longer. Hence change is, as such, incomplete. So much for
incomplete reality. What about function and change? If a change serves
a function, this function will only then be performed when the change
is complete, as, for example, the building is complete, when the changes
leading to its completion have been finished.175 And while every change,
except the eternal motion of the heavens, comes to an end, at some time,
in some way, it need not end in the way requisite for a given function to
be fulfilled.

These are all useful things for a theory of representation to explain;
let us recapitulate briefly, using an example. Socrates sees pale Theaetetus,

173 Mentioned both in II 5 417a16: “actuality of a kind, but incomplete”, with a
reference to the Physics, and in III 7 431a6. See the definition of change Phys.
III 1 201b4–5. For change as something that exists, see also Met IX 3
1047a32-b1. On this aspect of Aristotle treatment, the rescue of change from
the status of non-being, see Brague 1990: esp. 8–12.

174 See below p. 125 on Plotinus’ use of first and second potentiality from De an. II
5. The main point is that of course Plotinus wants to ensure that the soul does
not change and he thinks that by using alteration of a kind, he can have mental
activity without physical realisation.

175 EN X 4 1174a23–29.
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and a change, arising from the actual perception, remains in him. Thus
something remains after the time of the original perception. The point
of talking about representation is that there is some representation in
the perceiver of that which he perceived. And such remains of perception
might serve to explain a dream, for example, or the ability to recognise
Theaetetus. There are, however, limits to Aristotle’s explanation, in
terms of physiology, for example, where his explanation is perfunctory
in the extreme. Not only that, but the way in which a change can be a
representation is not even considered problematic.176 Perhaps one should
take this to mean that for Aristotle it is simply a fact of nature that certain
changes in certain living things, ones that perceive, and do so in a fairly
sophisticated way177 are just representations.

Representations are changes and provide at least part of the explana-
tion of memory. They explain in part why it occurs. Before going on to
discuss further aspects of the theory of representation, it is worth asking
what kind of explanation they provide for memory. We have seen that
there are three questions that Aristotle asks at the start of the treatise
and one of them is about the cause of memory.178 And if memory in-
volves a change then this cause might be the moving cause of memory.
Admittedly, representation does not seem to fit the usual way of under-
standing a moving cause, the way a father causes a child by setting a proc-
ess in motion, or suchlike.179 Rather, a representation explains memory in
the way a moving cause does, in the sense that it is a cause that itself
moves or changes (intransitively). We need to specify more closely the
way that this moving cause explains. Part of the story is clearly that
change can be transmitted; in other words, the change that is representa-
tion is preserved by transmission, as it were passing on change to other
matter. An example for the failure of transmission is the way in which
changes in the living thing can destroy the potential for memory.180

But transmission of change, even in a thing that perceives and in relation

176 For some modern speculations on this and related subjects see Shields 1995, Cas-
ton 1998: 262–3.

177 Some animals appear not to have representations (428a10–11). Caston 1996: 44
argues against taking this text to mean that Aristotle endorses this view.

178 See above p. 26.
179 See Physics II 3 195a21; the examples are seed, doctor, adviser and, in general, the

agent.
180 See below p. 73 on flux.
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to some thing that it has perceived,181 is clearly not a sufficient condition
for memory – otherwise memory and representation would be the same.
It is not the case that memory comes about simply because one is moved
by a representation, because several other factors have to come together.
This is true too of other cases of moving causes, such as the father causing
the child as formal cause. In that case, there is a final cause and a material
cause as well :182 Aristotelian explanation is always multicausal, even if, of
course, not all causes need be involved in all cases. So it would seem at
least plausible to see representations as one cause of memory, and to iden-
tify this cause as the moving cause. However, one still has to leave room
for the other causes. So the precise reference of the second introductory
question cannot be just to the moving cause alone.

The material cause is not mentioned here explicitly, but one should
bear in mind that both change and the soul imply that we are also dealing
with bodies:183 change requires a body as something which can change
between the termini of change and soul is the primary activity of an or-
ganic body.184 And all of the phenomena discussed in Parva Naturalia re-
quire body and soul.185 For the modern eye, something may seem to be
missing: Why does Aristotle not ask about the relevant part of the
body?186 The part of the body in which the part of the soul responsible
for memory is situated is merely mentioned, and it is the central organ.
This is to be identified with the primary perceptive part (pq_tom
aQshgtij|m), involved in the production of representations.187 Memory
is described using perceptions, which happen “in the soul and in the
part of the body which contains the soul”188. Recollection is described
as being bodily, without any mention of a specific bodily change which
it involves. All in all, it is characteristic for De memoria et reminiscentia
not to go into details about the body.

181 Furthermore, representations have to correspond to the previous perception
(451a4: jat± t¹ Ñsh/shai). Presumably this is meant to exclude certain kinds
of distortions and disruptions; which kinds is not clear.

182 E.g. Met. IX 8 1050a4–10, XII 5 1071a13–17.
183 On material explanation in the PN see Morel 2000: 21–23.
184 For this concept of matter see Met. VII 7 1032a20–22, Gen et Corr. I 4

320a2–5.
185 Sens. 1 436a7–10, b1–8, see above p. 24.
186 As he does e. g. De somn. 1 453b11–14.
187 450a28–29. In Ch. 2 453a14–26. Note also that the causes of the occurrence

(c¸cmeshai) of recollection are mentioned at the end (453b10–11).
188 450a28–29.
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While we are on the subject of causes, the final cause should also be
mentioned, for, apparently, Aristotle does not consider here either our in-
terest in our memories,189 nor indeed the various functions, epistemolog-
ical and biological, that memory fulfils. But it is clear that he thinks we
are guided by interest in what we remember, that memory plays a central
role in higher level cognition,190 and that many other living things also
use memory. Of course, at the simplest level, the way Aristotle defines
memory, its relation to the past, underlines its uniqueness ; there are
some things we know and can only know via memory, namely our past
perceptions.191 That is the basic good we gain from memory.

But more generally, it is clear that memory is necessarily related to the
good, that is, the ends or aims of the living thing.192

For both memory and recollection are actions, according to their def-
initions they are things we do,193 and that means that they are related to
an end: remembering is characterised by the end we pursue in remember-
ing. This is important for a variety of reasons. Firstly, that no criterion is
needed to decide of any given act, whether it is memory or not: in per-
forming it, it is evident that it is memory. There can be no mistake about
that, since the memory-claim is enough to perform an act of remember-
ing. Furthermore, memory acts are ones in which we can have success or
not.194 As often in the Parva Naturalia, it is a question of how matter and
its motions achieve ends.195

Let us now return to our discussion of representation. So far we have
discussed the definition of representation, some of its implications, and
the way it relates to Aristotle’s causes. We can now approach one of
the crucial problems of a theory of memory: the distinction between rep-
resentations and memory, mentioned at the outset (P3).196 We are now in

189 An example is EN IX 4 1166a24–27.
190 See below p. 88 on Anal. Post. II 19.
191 See Wiggins 1992: 347–50.
192 Plato’s Socrates classes memory (unlike perception) among the goods along with

other forms of cognition in the Philebus 11A7.
193 Ch. 1 450a19–21, 451a2–5.
194 Ch. 2 451b24–8. Ryle (1949: 278) thinks that “remember” is a “success verb”,

that is, to say of someone that he remembers implies that he remembers correctly.
Intuitively, this is perhaps plausible; but there still must be semantic room for the
notion of mistaken or deceptive memory, whether or not it is “grammatical” to
speak of remembering wrongly. Imagining something is a different activity from
being deceived by one’s memory.

195 Morel 2000: 44.
196 See above p. 2.
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a position to give an Aristotelian account. Broadly, the distinction can be
stated from Aristotle’s point of view as follows. On the one hand, repre-
sentations can simply remain, through the regulated changes in the
body.197 On the other, representations have to be used for something;
otherwise they are simply psychic data, doing nothing. But they are capa-
ble of fulfilling a function, and one such function is memory.198 This abil-
ity is closely linked to the status of representations as changes. For
changes can fulfil functions (the beating of the heart, the motions of a
saw), and they exist before the function is actually fulfilled, and are inde-
pendent of whether this function is actually fulfilled.

Aristotle is concerned to limit representations on the one hand to
those things that perceive, and on the other, to those things that are per-
ceived. They are, as has been said, changes which arise from actual per-
ceptions, and are similar to these.199 We will discuss the nature of this
similarity later.200 Furthermore, representations are responsible for “living
things doing and undergoing many things”201. And finally, he is con-
cerned with the truth and falsity of representations. Thus although rep-
resentations do account for (some kinds of ) error202, they are primarily
in this theory not bound to error, but to truth-or-falsity. Appearances
may deceive, indeed, may mostly deceive, but they do not need to.203

If representations are to help living things live, then, things will have
to be as they are represented at least sometimes.

The way representation is being used here is includes imagination,
but is broader. Representation includes furthermore more than non-stan-
dard appearances204: for the “brutes” capable of representation cannot
normally guided by “non-standard appearances”. So: representation – a
way of a perceptual content to be present to me, “to appear to me”,

197 See below p. 73 on the relation between the remaining of a representation, as a
condition of memory, and metabolism.

198 Another is, of course, action (De an. III 7); see Canto Sperber 1996, Buchheim
2002: 401–6.

199 428b11–17.
200 Below, p. 59.
201 De an. III 3 429a5–6.
202 Caston 1996: 44–52 sees the explanation of error as the most important motive

in Aristotle’s account of representation.
203 Cf. III 3 428a12–13: perceptions are always true, whereas most representations

are false or deceptive. This implies that some are true. Things are sometimes the
way they appear.

204 Schofield’s (1992) formulation for vamtas¸a.
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which may be deceptive or not. It can be true or false.205 While Aristotle
might appear to restrict truth-and-falsity to perception, opinion, knowl-
edge, intellect,206 this line of thought would indicate that representations
can deceive, that is be false, or not be deceptive, that is be a good guide to
the way things are; in other words, they can be true. Truth and falsity in
representation derive from perception.207

Consideration of the different relations between representation and
truth and falsity will underline the fact that representation must be con-
ceptually rich enough to be true or false, misleading or informative. This
is the case although representation is neither a form of conception, nor an
achievement of the critical faculty, and distinct from affirmation and de-
nial.208 This does not preclude it from being realised as forms of images,
and yet does not restrict it to the actual occurrence of images. Represen-
tation includes a broad range of phenomena, from images taken on their
own, to images which, when bound into a context may be true or false,
and finally changes presenting conceptual content for articulation in
propositions. The point about these changes is that there is at least some-
thing in the subject occurring which serves as the ground of the capacity
to articulate propositions.

Aristotle explains the various relations between truth and falsity in
representations by recourse to the different modi of perception.209 But
he denies representation in the guise of “appearance” a role in all percep-
tion. This emerges not only from the disposition of De anima: percep-
tion is treated and defined before getting on to vamtas_a ; but also, be-
cause actual perception brings about representation, one has good reason
to think that perception explains representation, and not the other way
round. There is a further pointer in the same direction in the account
of representation itself :

Then we do not say, when we clearly perceive, [of ] the perceptible thing that
this appears to us [to be] a human, but when we do not perceive clearly
whether this is true or false.210

205 428b10–17.
206 428a4–5.
207 That is the point of 428a25–30.
208 De an. III 3 427b27–428b9, III 8 432a10–14, De ins. 2 460b16–20, 3

461b5–7.
209 428b17–30.
210 De an. III 3 428a12�15.
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There are two lessons I wish to draw from this passage. Firstly, it is de-
nied, on the basis of the way we talk about perception, that representa-
tion has a role to play in a clear actual perception at all. When we perceive
things clearly, we do not say they appear to be such and such. Represen-
tation is concerned not with straightforward cases of perception, but with
its aftermath or side effects.211 Here we have the close connection between
vamtas¸a and the way things appear, with a strong suggestion that that is
not the way things are.

Secondly, this quotation provides an argument against positing a role
for representation in all perception.212 It does not of course mean that
when one describes what happens in perception there are no changes
in the body which arise from the process and which are representations;
for this is precisely Aristotle’s claim. There have to be changes arising
from perception for there to be representation in the first place. Repre-
sentation is not a part of the explanation of perception. Rather, it is
the other way round: perception explains representation. Another argu-
ment for the same thesis lies in the fact that representation is subsidiary
to perception, and therefore not necessary for perception e. g. in applying
concepts to perceptions.213

A useful metaphor for Aristotle’s view of representation is an echo:214

representation is an echo of perception. If one takes the metaphor serious-
ly, then it makes sense to say that representation does not play a role in
explaining perception. Echoes do not explain sound. This is true even if
every sound produces an echo, to some degree. It is plausible to think that
perception in Aristotle’s view always produces change in the living thing,
as a bye-product. But bye-products do not explain the process by which
they are produced.

One response to this line of thought is to point out that there are dif-
ferent kinds of perception, and the simple perception of the special ob-
jects of the senses may occur without a complicated combination of per-
ceptions and hence representations, but this is generally not thought to be
true for incidental perception and the perception of the common or

211 See Schofield 1992: 252.
212 For the importance of this aspect, see Schofield 1992: 260.
213 See Strawson 1970. For a Kantian reading of Aristotle see Frede 1992, 2003; and

cf. Nussbaum 1978: 255–261 Essay 5 phantasia and asithÞsis.
214 See e. g. Caston 1996: 47–49.
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shared objects.215 We shall see below that the perception of time can plau-
sibly be held to involve a concatenation of representations.216

I posed above217 three questions about the relation of representation
to images, concepts and propositions. Let us now turn to consideration of
these questions. Representations are capable of being true and false, al-
though they are distinct from conceptions.218 For they need not be either
true or false.219 This suggests that they at least have this property in com-
mon with images: In itself, an image is neither true nor false. A portrait
on a wall only acquires a connection with its subject for a viewer through
the presence of a title, with its implicit assertion of a relation to the sitter.
(Put slightly differently, the picture neither tells you anything nor does it
deceive you; for either to happen there must be some form of assertion
involved. It has to be taken as something.) Hence we retain a degree of
freedom vis � vis representations and portraits which we do not have in
the case of opinions, science and prudence. There are two aspects to
this liberty. Firstly, we can conjure representations up at will ;220 and sec-
ondly they are not bound by having to be true or false, as opinions are.
But the status of representations remains evasive: Are they propositions?
Are they images? One thing in De anima III 3 suggests that they are im-
ages in any straightforward sense, namely the illustration of the freedom
just mentioned: at wish we can “put things before our eyes” as in mne-
monics. This shows that vamtas_a is in our power as opinion is not
(428a18–20). Later, representation will explain dreams in De insomniis,
so that representation will have to be able to take the form of images.221

What about propositions? If opinions, prudence and science exhaust
the kinds of propositions that Aristotle recognises, then he denies repre-
sentations are propositions. In fact, however, it would appear that because
representations can be true or false, we do have to admit that in the way
things appear, or in the ways things represent themselves to me, some-
thing at least analogous to one thing being said of another is being
done. This is true despite the fact that he explicitly distinguishes a repre-

215 See e. g. Caston 1996: 42.
216 See p. 62.
217 p. 22–23.
218 On this term see above p. 28.
219 De an. III 3 427b17–21.
220 See III 3 427b17–21.
221 The description of dreams as images is not unproblematic, of course. When the

Greeks talk of eUdyka in dreams, they are referring to figures that appear to one
(Ins. 1 461a15, 3 462a11, 17, cf. Div. Somn. 464b9 of reflections in water).
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sentation from assertion and denial, and says that representation is not up
to the critical faculty.222 A way of approaching this problem is through
the connection between representation (vamtas_a) and appearances
(vaim|lema, va_metai),223 which has already been mentioned several
times, last in the quotation we have just given from De anima.224 It
seems to me that it is reasonable to think that appearances are intimately
connected with the way we represent things to ourselves, not of course
primarily by way of intentional actions, but rather because of the nature
of our cognitive apparatus.

Appearances have a close connection with truth and falsity. Consider
a famous example of an appearance, or if you prefer, a perceptual repre-
sentation:225

(1) The sun appears a foot across.

We have here an assertion of the way something appears. We can ask if
this appearance deceives us. The relevant proposition, which is to be
judged true or false, is not (1), but:

(2) The sun is a foot across.

or else:

(3) The sun is as big as the world.

Whether the representation is deceptive or not depends on which of (2)
and (3) is true. Clearly, the representation itself will not decide which is
the case, but it still has certain structural similarities with saying that such
and such is the case, while of course not involving an assertion. Aristotle’s
explanation for this phenomenon is that the faculty of distinguishing
(jq¸meim) and that by which vamt²slata come about are distinct.
Again, it would be a great mistake to translate jq¸meim by “judge” or
such like and conclude that representation is hence not a judgement,
and hence not propositional in character. It is merely that, on its own,
representation does not distinguish between true and false. Nonetheless,
appearances (may) have a dyadic structure:

Something appears [as] something.

222 See the texts cited above fn. 208.
223 Cf. Everson 1997: Ch. 5.
224 De an. III 3 428a12�15.
225 428b3–4.
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Clearly, such a structure has something in common with saying (predicat-
ing) one thing of another, and may be true or false.226 There is a fact of
the matter as to whether such appearances are deceptive or not. Such a
structure also appears in the more complicated forms of perception,
when I see the pale as the son of Creon; or when I see the son of
Creon move. In such cases, one is convinced by the perceptions, as
long as they are sufficiently clear. If not, then one might want to say,
X appears to be Y. In the case of a representation, the dyadic structure
does not need to be true or false since one does not necessarily believe
the representation, just as in the case of the sun appearing small. The
point of this example for Aristotle is that one can have the right (scien-
tific) conception of the sun, while the sun still appears the same as it does
to others. All people are subject to the same appearance or representation
of the sun. The contrast with conception (in this case, science) in fact un-
derlines the quasi predicative structure of appearances: X appears to be Y,
X is represented as Y; while also showing that the two, conception and
representation, do not compete. No conviction need accompany the rep-
resentations; though, of course if one’s critical faculties (cf. jq¸meim) are
numbed, then one may well follow the appearance.227

I have claimed that Aristotle nowhere says that representations are im-
ages, but in several places he compares them with pictures or images.228

These comparisons have often seemed sufficient ground for taking repre-
sentations to be images. I think we should be more careful, even if we do
not take the severe step of saying that vamtas_ai cannot be pictures if they
are compared with them. Let us take a look at these different compari-
sons. We shall see that they make distinct points. I begin with the one
that makes the point that we do not believe pictures.229 The comparison
with a picture is combined with the contrast with an opinion: represen-
tation is like a picture, and unlike an opinion. How? Above, I have sug-
gested one similarity between representation and pictures, following Ar-
istotle: One does not make a belief claim with it eo ipso. When confront-
ed by a picture, we do not believe anything. To do that we must take the
picture in some way; we shall say more about this presently, when we dis-

226 Nussbaum (1978: esp. 255–261) sees this structure as peculiar to representation
in Aristotle. It plays a crucial role in the final definition of memory, below p. 81,
but as a way of regarding representations, not as a function of the representative
faculty.

227 III 3 429a6–8.
228 This point is emphasised by Nussbaum 1978: 250.
229 III 3 427a21–24.
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cuss the comparison of representations with pictures from De memoria et
reminiscentia. Here, Aristotle gives the example of something appearing
frightening: in that case one is not afraid, unlike the case when one be-
lieves that something is frightening. Obviously, the point of this compar-
ison is not that representations are pictorial, but rather that our epistemic
attitude to pictures and representations is the same. Just as when con-
fronted with a picture, we can entertain a representation of something
without having the attitude towards the representation which the relevant
thing or state of affairs would normally demand of us. This is not true of
conceptions. An opinion that such and such is the case requires that we
adopt a definite attitude to it. And so too with science and practical
judgements.

The second and most important comparison with a picture comes
from De memoria et reminiscentia. It is used to solve the present�past
problem (P2), namely how is it possible to remember something that
is not present:230

For as the picture painted on a panel is both a picture (f`om) and an image
(eQj¾m) and one and the same thing is both, although their being is not the
same, and it is possible to regard it both as a picture (f`om) and as an image
(eQj¾m), so we must conceive the representation in us, both to be something
in itself and to be the representation of something else.231

The words as…so232 mark the comparison. We are being presented with
two ways in which the subject of a representation can use it. These two
uses are parallel to two things one can do with a picture. You can see
it either as a collection of lines, or as an image of something.233 In a
way, the position is reversed: instead of claiming that representations
are related to things by being images of them, Aristotle is saying that
even images only act as images in the sense of being images of something
when we take them as such: and this point applies equally to representa-
tions. Thus it is clearly not the case that representations are, simply and

230 Introduction p. 1–2.
231 450b20–25. See Labarri�re 2000: esp. 275–81 on this comparison.
232 lines 20 oXom, 24 ovty.
233 This reading has been doubted on the grounds that a v²mtasla has some content

and thus is related to something; hence the point of comparison cannot be a col-
lection of lines. See Wedin 1988: 138–9, Caston 1998: 282 with n. 80, Everson
1997: 196–200. But the point is not that there are some vamt²slata without
content, but it is possible to regard all of them merely as data, entities in their
own right. This is of course not to deny their dependence on their subject; mere-
ly that they can be entertained with no intentional content.

2 Aristotle58



straightforwardly, images.234 At most one might say that pictures and rep-
resentations belong to a common genus of which the members may be
regarded as related to something absent. We will discuss the nature of
the regarding as relation when we come to discuss the present�past prob-
lem below.

Of course, one important reason one may be inclined to view repre-
sentations as images is that they are like perceptions.235 And images are
like the things of which they are the images. So one might think that rep-
resentations are pictorial copies of perceptions. In order to counter this
argument, all we have to do is to show that the similarity of representa-
tion to perception does not entail that representations are pictorial copies
of perceptions. So let us now turn briefly to the concept of similarity or
likeness. Likeness is for Aristotle a three place predicate: X is similar to Y
in A. A may be any one of a variety of attributes, or a cluster of attrib-
utes.236 Thus A may be e. g. a form or an attribute that X and Y share.
Prima facie, there seems to be no reason to restrict the likeness of repre-
sentations to perceptions to any one or more of the kinds of likeness. The
real question is rather whether, in the case of representations, A can be
something other than a pictorial quality. The problem with such a quality
is quite how one would establish of a perception P and a representation R
that they are similar to one another. Similarity might then always be rel-
ative to the one observer. Then it would not be so much representations
and perceptions that are like one another, taken on their own, but rather
having such and such a representation might be like having such and such
a perception for some individual perceiver.237 Having the perception and
having the representation might appear to their subject as being like one
another, namely in certain pictorial qualities. But that is unsatisfactory,
not merely in epistemological terms, also in terms of what representations
have to do in the economy of living things for Aristotle. For they have the
function of causing action or rather enabling living things to act. So if the
similarity is not pictorial how are we to understand it? In De motu ani-
malium he says that these effects of representations are like those of per-
ceptions. This would lead one to think that the similarity in question is

234 A further occurrence of the concept of an image occurs in the Final Definition
of memory, below p. 81.

235 De an. III 3 429a4–8.
236 Aristotle discusses the likeness relation at Met. X 3 1054b3–13; cf. Everson

1997: 201–3.
237 This is suggested in part by the way in which representations function in recol-

lection; see below p. 90 ff.
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causal and that perception and representation move the animal in a sim-
ilar fashion.238 A dog can chase the hare it sees, or follow the hare it no
longer sees, but of which it has a representation. This reading fits in well
with the remark that Aristotle makes in this context, namely that living
things undergo and do many things in virtue of representations.239

Besides causing movement, we have already met another function of
representations, namely that they are necessary for thinking.240 But such
representations need not involve any pictorial likeness. Indeed, Aristotle
says that the representation is like the perception, not that it is like the
concept, which would anyway hardly be comprehensible. The relation
between thinking and representations is rather that the one is the neces-
sary condition for the other, not that they resemble one another.

So far we have shown that representation is the remains of perception,
and we have seen that the similarity with perception lies in the nature of
the representation as a change: Because they are changes, perception and
representation can move the living thing similarly. But perception is a
many-facetted capacity, and we need to isolate those aspects relevant to
representation. A good point of orientation, as often with Aristotle, is
the order of his exposition. The first two chapters of De anima III are
concerned with unitary, centralising aspects of perception, those things
which are not perceived by any single sense organ, but may belong to sev-
eral; and with the perception that we perceive which is an aspect of per-
ception, since otherwise it would not be possible for living things only to
have perception. These are the most important functions of the percep-
tual system taken as a unity. This unity is provided for by a central organ,

238 Here I follow Caston 1996: 48–51, 1998: 276–9. He refers to De mot. anim. 7
701b17–22, 11 703b18–20, De insomn. 3 460b18–27. Note that this does
not mean that the mere representation of something can affect the animal in
the way a perception does and deceive it ; the point is that a representation can
guide action, and given that some animals depend on this form of guidance, it
must be reliable to some extent. Thus representations by no means always de-
ceive. Thomas Johansen has argued to me that the image theorist, that is, some-
one who thinks that phantasiai are always images in acts of memory, and as such
similar to perceptions, has an answer to the question why these mental states
should count as similar to the perceptions, even though others may have the
same outcome. I think that there is no textual evidence for the image theorist,
and that positing the imaging relation as a primitive explanans would not do Ar-
istotle any favours.

239 De an. III 3 428b16–17, 429a4–8.
240 De mem. 1 449b30.
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the primary sense organ, in which all of the senses run together.241 So too
with representations: they are a function of the primary sense organ. This
connection is also asserted in De memoria et reminiscentia in some lines
from the passage in which representation is introduced into the work:242

It is necessary that magnitude and change are cognized with that with which
(è) time also is cognized. And a representation is an affection of common
perception. Thus it is clear that the cognition of these things is through
the primary perceptive capacity.243

This is an argument for ascribing the perception of time, magnitude and
change to the primary perceptive capacity. This follows for Aristotle from
the fact that all three are perceived by the same means, to wit a represen-
tation, and representations are an affection of “common perception”.
How time is perceived using a representation is the subject of the next
section: there we shall show that it really is a representation with
which time is perceived.

To return to the present passage. “Common perception” does not
refer to a supernumerary sense, responsible for cognising size etc, but is
an aspect of the unitary system of perception.244 Representations are
not affections of any single organ of sense, but they are, as changes, de-
rived from such actual perceptions, and so are affections, the states result-
ing from changes, of the common perceptual system.245 Common per-
ceptibles are those that are perceived by more than one sense; their cog-
nition is not ascribable to any one kind of perception, it is an aspect of
the system as a whole.

Let us sum up the results of this section.
Representations are changes remaining from perceptions, affecting

the central organ of perception. Because they are changes they can
serve as causes of motion. In representations things are presented as some-
thing, and this presentation can be misleading or not. Thus there is a

241 De juv., King 2001: 64–73. See also the point analogy in De an. III 2 427a9–
11.

242 Cf. above p. 41.
243 450a9–12. On the preservation of the original text here, as against Freudenthal’s

suggestion, followed by Ross, see Wiesner 1985: 179–80. Gregoric 2007: 101–
107 also wishes to preserve the original reading.

244 For a discussion of the texts, see Gregoric 2007.
245 For the idea that unity is the central idea in common perception see esp. Welsch

1987: 307–380 VI Aristoteles’ Gedanke der Sinneseinheit. On percepts see
below, p. 71.
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close connection between representation and truth and falsity, although it
is not the office of representation to distinguish the two.246

Representations are necessary to the perception of common percepti-
bles such as change and magnitude, and also for the cognition of time.
Because representations are a function of perception, this means that
time is perceived. The importance of the fact that time is perceived lies
in the consequence that memory is perceptual, that is also a function
of the primary sense organ.247 This leads us to our next topic, the percep-
tion of time.

2.1.4 The perception of time

Aristotle’s definition of memory makes it dependent on the cognition
of time;248 memory relates to what is past. It is Aristotle’s doctrine that
this cognition can be performed by perception. As we have seen, because
memory is performed by perception, non-rational animals can also re-
member.249 In this section we shall examine how it is possible to perceive
time. We wish to show that memory depends on the perception of time
and not vice versa.250 Only if this is possible can Aristotle’s definition of
memory be defended. He says that it is necessary for change and magni-
tude to be perceived with the same thing (y2H) that time is perceived.251

Our account will have to explain what this “thing” is, and why all
three are perceived using it.

There are two questions we will ask:
How does he think that time is perceived?
What aspect of perception is responsible for the perception of time?
The second question has already been answered: representation is re-

sponsible for the perception of time. But it has not been spelt out how
this works. That is the job of the answer to the first question. Clearly,
an account of the way time is perceived shows how the perceptual system

246 For the contrast between representational faculty and the ability to distinguish
things, see Ins. 2 460b16–20.

247 Cf. 450a13–4.
248 For the expression 449b29, 450a19, 451a17; see also 450a9–12. On the impor-

tance of the perception of time for De mem. see Taormina 2002.
249 See above p. 43; cf. 449b28–29, 450a16–19.
250 Pace Irwin 1988: 316; cf. Taormina 2002: 38. There is no mention of memory

at all in the discussion of time in Physics IV 10–14.
251 Ch. 1 450a9–12. See above p. 41.
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performs this task. We will see that the answer to the first question in fact
leads to the answer to the second one. The reason is that perception of
change requires representations, i. e. which remain from perception;
and representation is an affection of the common sense.252 Hence the per-
ception of time belongs to common sense.253

It is important to distinguish the question of the measurement of
time from that of perceiving time. Aristotle thinks that memory can
take place either accompanied by a measured perception of time or with-
out it: we can remember that something happened at a certain time in the
past, or simply that it happened.254 Shortly, we will go on to consider
briefly some of the things Aristotle says about grasping “longer and short-
er times”. But first, we have to understand what perceiving time is. When
we say that time is perceived, there are a variety of things we might take as
the object of the perception:

1) relations of before and after, and simultaneity
2) tense
3) a (certain) duration
4) change

As we shall see, Aristotle thinks that all of these elements are perceived.255

This is clear from some arguments in the discussion of time in the Physics.
Time is defined there as “the number of change with respect to the before
and after”; “number” is here not an abstract ruler, as it were, it is rather
that which is counted.256 We say that time has passed when we grasp ear-
lier and later in a change.257 The change is marked by our saying now and
now; that is how we mark off the before and after in time. Saying now has
to be thought of as occupying no time, like an instant. “The now”, Aris-
totle’s expression for an instant, is the temporal analogue of a point, that

252 450a10–11, see above p. 42.
253 This is the claim of Verbeke 1985, (and cf. Goldschmidt 1982: 27–8) which

Taormina 2002 argues against, (followed by Gregoric 2007: 107). It is puzzling
why she does so, since she thinks representations (“images”) are needed for the
perception of time, and she also (p. 53–8) discusses the text 450a9–12 where
these are said to be affections of the common sense.

254 452b29–453a4.
255 We have also noted that he does not distinguish strictly between relations of be-

fore and after and tense; see above p. 29.
256 On the connection between the definition at 219b1–2 and the preceding lines

219a22-b1; see Hussey 1983: 150–2: he thinks the definition at b1–2 was in-
serted here later from 220a25.

257 Phys. IV 11 219a23–25.
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is, a boundary or limit (p´qar).258 Because of the presence of the moving
thing, in one sense the now is always different, and so serves to count the
change.259 The basic units are nows260 which are used to divide up the
change, so enabling one to measure time using the change.261

The arrow marks the direction of change.
Aristotle derives central arguments for his view of time from phe-

nomenology, in particular from the perception of change: if we perceive
no change, then we do not think that time has passed.262 We perceive the
change,263 which has to be present so that one can distinguish the in-
stants.264 Perception of time includes the perception of the order (before,
after, simultaneous), namely that in the change.265 We mark off change by
taking the nows, i. e. the instants, to be different. Some other thing is in
between and this is the time, that is, a duration. So we perceive time only
on the basis of perceiving change.266 This perception of durations be-
tween nows arranged according to what is before and after suffices for
the perception of time insofar as this is simply duration. This does not
provide the measurement of time, which is necessary insofar as time is
the number of change. A further step in this direction is the ability to per-

258 Phys. IV 11 220a4–24, esp. 8–11, 18–20.
259 220a13–14. Two passages on the sameness and difference of times: 220b5–14,

223a29-b12 (Hussey 1983: 160–3). See also Coope 2005: Ch 5 on time as a
number and ch. 7 on the now.

260 219a25–30, 219b25, 220a3–4. Strictly, a now is not a unit, but a way of divid-
ing time into units, provided by some regular motion.

261 IV 12 220b14.
262 IV 11 218b21–219a10.
263 De an. III 1 425a13–20.
264 See Phys. IV 11 218b21–219a1. Cf. also De mem. 1 449b25–26: there is no

memory of the now now, i. e. of the concrete content occurring in my mind
now; and cf. Ch. 2 451b19.

265 219a22-b1.
266 219a3–4; Sorabji p. 66.
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ceive periods; this requires the perception of regular change which pro-
vides the measurement for other changes.267

These considerations make it clear why change and time have to be
perceived by the same thing.

One might object to this theory on the basis of the following intu-
ition: only an instant is now present, and so only an instant is available
to perception.268 Aristotle does not discuss this possibility, presumably be-
cause, firstly, his theory of change does not allow for change or rest at an
instant,269 and also because his theory of time requires the cognition of
change, rather than being itself a presupposition for the cognition of
change.270

A plausible way of accounting for the way in which change is per-
ceived consists in pointing to the fact that a series of perceptions of some-
thing changing can be taken together, since, as we have seen,271 the rep-
resentations caused by the perceptions remain.272 Hence we can solve the
problem that a length of time can after all be perceived without using
memory.273 Memory requires the perception of time, and not the other
way round in Aristotle’s view. The decisive point is that representations,
merely by remaining from actual perception, are not thereby memory

267 See Phys. IV 11 219a14–21 on the before and after in place, change and time.
We will return later to the need for what is nowadays called an oscillator for the
measurement of time.

268 Taormina (2002: 54, and cf. p. 52) suggests that there are two forms of cognition
of time, the one (“sensation”) grasps it insofar as it is present, and another grasps
it as far as it is coming to be and hence in its relations of before and after. It is
hard to see how these two aspects can be separated. How would one tell that the
first sensation is a cognition of time?

269 Phys. VI 3 234a31-b9; Owen 1957, Sorabji 1979, Lear 1988: 85–9.
270 Aristotle does have a concept of the now which is extended (Phys. IV 13

222a20–24, Sorabji p. 21, 70): someone is coming now, we say, because he is
coming this afternoon. The time in question is near now, hence this manner
of speaking. This should not be confused with the technical notion of the spe-
cious present (Russell 1921: Lecture IX): a period of less than a minute leading
up to now; and which is also not an object of memory.

271 See above p. 40–62, below p. 84.
272 See Taormina 2002: 50–56 for a convincing presentation of this case. She also

points to the fact that the change which makes one aware of the passage of time
in the absence of external perception is a representation (Phys. IV 11 219a5).

273 This is Sorabji’s problem p. 70 ad 449b29.
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content.274 Here, remaining representations make it possible to perceive
time, which is one of the preconditions for memory.

Since representations are an affection of the common sense, this read-
ing would imply that time is grasped by the common sense.275 That this is
the case is suggested by two texts in De memoria et reminiscentia. The first
one, which we have already discussed, is concerned with the attribution of
the cognition of time to perception.276 The second deals with the cogni-
tion of longer and shorter times.

We will now turn briefly to this latter text. In a difficult section in
Ch. 2277 Aristotle discusses the cognition (cmyq_feim) of time, which he
says is “the most important thing”, whether done “with a measure or in-
determinately”. Here, he is here concerned with establishing the way in
which different lengths of time are represented in the mind using move-
ments or changes. As is generally realised, the passage is of great interest
for his theory of mind as a whole. For my purposes it is of crucial impor-
tance because it commits Aristotle to representing at least a wide range of
things in the mind; magnitudes, times but also forms are said to be rep-
resented. Since I am pleading for a representationalist theory of memory,
and time is essential for memory, the fact that time is represented is of the
greatest importance. However, the words I translate by “representation”,
vamtas_a and vamt\slata do not occur in the passage. What does
occur, is “change” (j_mgsir).278 We have seen that representations are
changes,279 albeit ones left behind by actual perception, and it is an allow-
able extension of the meaning of the term to apply it to a mental dia-

274 De an. III 3 429a4, 2 425b24–25, I 4 408b17–18. Representations seem to
have certain similarities with what is nowadays known as short term memory,
used for example in remembering a telephone number as one is dialling it. Cf.
his mention of after-images in perception De ins. 2 459b7–18; this passage is
closely connected to the idea that representation are what remains from percep-
tion, see above p. 24, 26, below p. 84.

275 Taormina (2002: 46–49) drives a wedge between the common sense, (on which
she follows Brunschwig esp. his 1996) and the primary sense faculty, although
these appear to be joined in the crucial argument at 450a9–12. She allows for
overlap between the two, but offers no argument for saying that time is not per-
ceived by the common sense.

276 450a9–14, see above p. 42.
277 452b7–22.
278 452b12, 13, 17, 20
279 Above p. 49.
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gram: the changes are those one has in mind while drawing a mental di-
agram.280 In this way, the changes are representations.

It is wise to talk here of cognition of time, rather than perception. For
not only the language indicates the presence of moOr.281 The operations
involved, relying as they do on a geometrical model, encourage one to
think that the mental processes involved here are more complicated
than those attributed to animals other than humans.282

Aristotle posits some way of distinguishing the longer and shorter
times,283 and he thinks it reasonable to illustrate what this way is by con-
sidering how we perform an analogous task in the case of magnitudes. He
develops a model for doing this, but does not then say how it is to be
applied to time. Aristotle denies here284 that we cognise magnitudes
“by stretching out” our thought, as some people claim we do in the
case of sight. The reason he gives is that we would then think of things
which do not exist285 in the same way. The implication is that we cannot
stretch thought out to something which does not exist, when we think of
something which does not exist : hence it is not plausible that we stretch
thought out to things that do exist. If we do not cognise magnitudes by
stretching our thought to them, how does Aristotle think we do it? He
suggests that we do it by means of changes in us that are proportional
to the things thought of. Everything in us, he says, is smaller, that is,
than the objects represented, but in proportion. This thing in us that is
in proportion to the thing outside is a change. He says that in this pro-

280 Cf. Frede 1992: 290.
281 452b10 di²moia, b11 mo¶sir, b13 bis, 21 bis, 22 moe?m.
282 One should, however, not hurry on to conclude that this process is restricted to

recollection on the grounds that it is a form of calculation and furthermore treat-
ed in Ch. 2 which is ostensibly at least devoted to recollection. For it is clear that
recollection too is an activity of the capacity to remember: its result is memory.
Hence presumably, when one has worked out when something occurred, one re-
members when it occurred. The restriction of the cognition of time to recollec-
tion would also make it hard to understand why the cognition of time is “the
most important thing” (452b7).

283 What is here postulated (5sty 452b8) is not common sense or the primary per-
ceptual organ, since Aristotle has no reason to postulate these, but rather some
such means of representing time as that which he then goes on to present, anal-
ogous to the cognition of other magnitudes.

284 452b9–12.
285 It is an interesting question whether being here is veridical or existential ; but it

does not make any difference to the present argument. On this passage see
also Caston 1998: 260–1, who takes it existentially.
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portional change the figures and changes are similar (floia): so we see a
tree, and the representation of the tree is like the tree. So Aristotle thinks
that when we cognise magnitudes, we undergo changes in proportion to
the thing represented. If the thing can also undergo changes, then our
representations of it will may track the change also, change with it and
remain at rest when it is at rest. In this way we could track also the
shape and the changes in the thing.286 The changes in us are in propor-
tion to those in the thing cognised.

In this passage, Aristotle does not actually say how time is meas-
ured.287 This problem is perhaps not so serious, as far as interpreting
De memoria et reminiscentia goes in that he says, twice,288 that we can cog-
nise time either “indefinitely or with a measure”. Simply, we must grasp
that something is past, or we may grasp how long ago it happened. So the
simplest case of memory involves merely the grasp that the perception
concerned is past; and even animals are capable of that. What abut meas-
uring time? As far as representing a certain amount of time goes, of
course we want to know how long ago something took place, and for
that we need a measure.289 This requires a regular motion, what is
known now as an oscillator. But it is questionable whether Aristotle
postulated oscillators in living things, not merely for his theory of mem-
ory.

Modern accounts of the temporal regulation of living things involve
regular processes, oscillators, which serve as biological clocks.290 It is clear
that for Aristotle too living things are temporally regulated, but the only
clock, a regular change necessary for measuring time, that he allows is the
motion of the heavens. He has theoretical reasons for believing in the
necessary, and hence reliable, regularity of this motion.291 However,
some interpreters of Aristotle’s theory of memory have simply posited

286 For a discussion of the diagram which is meant to give an example of the cog-
nition of larger and smaller magnitudes see my note King 2004: 136–138.
The reconstruction of the diagram is a matter of great scholarly debate. In gen-
eral, the suggestions for doing this made independently by John Beare and David
Ross have been accepted. I too accept their diagram, and my contribution to the
debate consists purely in a reading of the diagram, and how it is to be applied to
memory.

287 Hussey 1983: 151; for Aristotle’s general theory of measurement see Met. X 1.
288 452b7–8, 452b29–453a4
289 Such an oscillator is not mentioned in the passage on the cognition of time; that

there is a standard measurement of time is, however, assumed.
290 See, for example, McCormack 2001: 290–3.
291 De cael. II 6.
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such a clock at this point in his theory.292 Or is it possible to account for
temporal regularity in living things with no oscillator in them? Two ob-
vious examples of temporal regularity from Aristotle’s biology are sleep,
and life spans;293 in both cases he uses the idea of temporally limited ca-
pacities, belonging to living things essentially, as a matter of their nature,
closely related to the regular processes by which they are maintained, in
particular nutrition and breathing. In both cases there is no kind of in-
ternal, biological clock.294 This leaves it obscure quite how a temporally
limited capacity is to be understood, that is, just how the temporal lim-
itation is inscribed in the capacity. There does seem to be a relation to the
regular change of the seasons in the case of life-spans.295 It seems to me
that Aristotle’s difficulties in describing how we measure time are closely
connected to his lack of the idea of an internal clock.

2.1.5 The acquisition of memory: the comparison with using a seal to
make an imprint

The last two sections offered a sketch of what representations are and dis-
cussed at least some aspects of them which are important for memory.
Namely, they remain from perception and they make the perception of
time possible. Before we get to the Final Definition we need to consider
several aspects of perception more closely and what exactly happens in a
perceptual act. This will deepen our understanding of what a representa-
tion is, and how it remains from actual perception.

292 Sorabji p. 20 makes the tentative suggestion that one looks at the diagram dy-
namically, and at a pace determined by human nature.

293 See De somn. 1 454a26–32, and De juv. 24 esp. 479a29-b3, and cf. De gen. an.
IV 10; and De long. on the explanation of longevity. See King 2001: Ch. 4.3,
and Ch. 5.

294 See e. g. Campbell 1994: 53–7 for an account of circadian clocks and how living
things measure time using an oscillator, related to the length of a day, which can
be entrained to certain times of day.

295 For the use of the heavenly clock in providing a unit and so measuring time Phys.
IV 12 223b12–20; Phys. VIII has the aim of proving that the circular motion of
the sphere carrying the fixed stars is the only uniform and everlastingly contin-
uous motion. The uniformity of its change can be known without reference to
another measurement of time since there is no cause for any variation. For the
effect of the regular change of seasons on living things and their life spans see
esp. Gen. et Corr. II 10 336b10–15, and cf. King 2001: 83–84
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The account of the original perception in De memoria et reminiscentia
is centred around the comparison with the action of a seal on wax. This is
meant as an illustration of what happens in the original perception. Re-
call that we need three times for memory, t1 which occurs before t2, and
the time span between t1 and t2.296 The original perception occurs at t1.
The second time is that of remembering itself (t2). In the next section, on
the present-past problem, we discuss what the person remembering at t2
does.

Let us now consider the original perception. The crucial point is that
something remains from it. Only in this way can the act at t2 have access
to the original perception. In order to describe the process of having a
perception which we can later remember, Aristotle uses two images. First-
ly, he says that “the affection, the possession of which we claim is mem-
ory, is like a painting.”297 We have already discussed the extent to which
representations are images.298 Secondly, he uses the model of a seal which
is used to put an imprint on wax. The model is familiar from Aristotle’s
account of perception.299 Since the occurrence of which we have a mem-
ory is a perception, this is hardly surprising. However, the emphases in
the two uses of the model are different. In the former, the model is
used to illustrate the point that the transference is purely formal. Only
the form of the seal is received by the wax, and, in perception, only
the form of the perceptible is taken up by the perceiver.300

In the case of memory, the emphasis is on the fact that a change oc-
curs and leaves “something like”301 a print or cast (t}por) of the percept
(aUshgla). This is expressed by using the term affection, which as we have
seen, plays a crucial role in Aristotle’s views on how to investigate the
soul.302 Obviously, print or cast (t}por) is not a specifically mental

296 See Introduction p. 8.
297 451a29–30 (keeping the reading of the Mss. against Ross).
298 See above p. 57.
299 See above p. 23.
300 See Introduction p. 13.
301 Michael notices this and adds that it is something like a picture (!mafycq²vgla)

in the primary perceptive organ (2.32, 14.8; cf. Alexander, De Anima 60.6); he is
actually following Alexander’s interpretation. Alexander thinks that t¼por is used
because a proper term is missing (4.4–5 cf. Wendland’s remark, p. xii, and Soph-
onias 5.11–12). Michael often uses t¼por without a qualifier (e. g. 5.13, 18,
7.15), but he sticks to the view that the comparison with a signet ring, wax
and an impression (1jt¼pyla) only implies that “something like that” (toioOtom
ti) comes about in actual perception in the primary perceptive organ (14.3–9).

302 See above p. 20.
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term; if it were, there would be no need to say that we are dealing with
something like a print or cast. Aristotle is using a comparison to do his
explaining and the interpreter must interpret the comparison. He is
not inventing a conception of mental impression, for example. The
fact that he is using a comparison does not hinder him from using tech-
nical terms, here aUshgla “percept”. A percept is an effect of perception
that preserves the perception after it has ceased and it occurs in the organ
concerned.303 Dreams are a kind of percept, that is, the remains of the
realised percepts which remain in the living thing as a change.304 Clearly,
percepts have much in common with representations (vamt²slata). The
difference between percepts and representations consists in the fact that
the latter are “without matter”;305 this cannot mean that they are simply
form, that is, form occurring without any material substrate. Rather, they
are without the matter that the percepts have, but have their own matter
in that they are localised in the living body. For representations are affec-
tions of the primary perceptive faculty. Thus they are changes in the cen-
tral organ, rather than in the peripheral sense organs.306

How are we to understand this “cast” of the percept? A first remark
about translation is necessary: an easy translation would be “impres-
sion”,307 which one could then assimilate to the common Empiricist
idiom of impressions arising through sensation. Yet that would be a mis-
take; for the word, t}por, as I have already noted, is used in a comparison
with what happens in the cognitive process, and so cannot be itself a term
for a mental phenomenon. I will argue that it corresponds to a represen-
tation in the process of perception, and that it is a change in the living

303 De insomn. 2 460b2–3. On percepts : they are perceptibles that remain when
the external perceptible is gone (De insomn. 2 460b2–3). It is unclear if percepts
play a role in all perception, in that they play no part in the account of perception
in De an. II, and occur only in the context of the explanation of more compli-
cated phenomena like memory which involve the perceptive capacity. Nonethe-
less, Wedin 1988: 36–9 sees them as an ingredient of all perception (see also Ev-
erson 1997: 174–7). Dreams are a kind of percept (De somn. 2 456a26), name-
ly the remains of the actual percepts which remains in the living thing as a change
(De insomn. 3 460b28–32, 461b22–26, 462a15–16). On percepts in De
mem. see 450a31–2.

304 De insomn. 3 460b28–32, 461b22–26, 462a15–16, De somn. 2 456a26
305 De an. III 8 432a9–10
306 So too e. g. Freudenthal 1863: 25, Wedin 1988: 107, Caston 1996 48–9; and

see De mem. 1 450a10–13, above p. 42.
307 Cf. LS 39 on the Stoic use of vamtas¸a which they translate impression.
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thing, indeed: a change which remains.308 Obviously, it is not merely a
fixed stamp, as on non-living matter like wax.309 The reasons for identi-
fying this change or affection with the representations are that it itself is a
change, and it is described as arising from a change.310 This means that
the quasi cast or print is not just a mental item, but one essentially con-
nected to the body of the subject. The change can only be received and
transmitted because we are dealing with an embodied soul. This is a point
not about the meaning of the term t}por here, but about the nature of
the thing it is used by Aristotle to refer to.

We must now try to determine whether Aristotle needs or wishes to
specify the change that the seal causes. We have already met the parallel
question in the case of representation above, and came to the conclusion
that it is probably best to take it as a change of a kind, along the line sug-
gested by De anima II 5. That chapter describes the change happening in
a perception as a change of a kind, using the triple scheme:311 the only
change, specifically “alteration of a kind”, that a perception is, is the re-
alisation of a capacity which has arisen through changes in the strict sense.
We have already briefly discussed the problem of what “alteration of a
kind” may mean, and pointed out that it may refer to a form of mental
change, thus going beyond the doctrine of change developed in the Phys-
ics. Or else there may be some change in the strict sense involved which
Aristotle does not specify.312 Since we are here, in the discussion of the
original perception, discussing precisely the same question, namely the
nature of the change which perception is to be identified with, we should
expect that there is no further specification of the change in terms of the
Physics doctrine, as either alteration, or change in quantity or locomotion.
If we analyse both the seal comparison and the process of perception, it
will become clear that the comparison does not in fact suggest that there
is a separate material level of change.

Here is a list of the factors in the process of imprinting a seal on wax:

(S1) the concrete ring

308 Cf. Wedin 1988: 35–42 on percepts.
309 Freudenthal 1863: 21–25 pointed this out. Whether conclusions about the na-

ture of the change in perception itself can be drawn from this passage is a moot
point; see Frede 2002: 98. See above n. 171 for literature about the nature of
change in perception.

310 See the definition above p. 46.
311 P. 30.
312 Above p. 47.
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(S2) the form of the ring – its imprint
(S3) the change, the process of imprinting
(S4) the form of the ring is transferred onto wax by the imprinting

In the process of acquiring a memory, that is, in perception, we then have
the following:

(M1) a concrete perceptible
(M2) the concrete perceptible’s form
(M3) the act of perception
(M4) the perceiver receives the form.

M4 says that the perceiver receives the form in perception. What it does
not say is that there is a material impression on one level and a psychic
event on another: quite simply, the perceiver receives the form. The
way Aristotle describes what happens here lays great emphasis on
change.313 The perceiver is a living thing, and as we have seen explanation
of living behaviour requires both body and soul, that’s to say, something
subject to change, and something not subject to change which regulates
the change. It will become clearer what the significance of change in
the context of memory is, if we look at the reasons Aristotle goes on
to give314 for the fact that some people, people, that is, at certain stages
in the life cycle, do not remember well or indeed at all. This is an obvious
phenomenon for a theory of memory to explain. For the old tend to re-
member less well ; and no one expects memory in babies. So what is the
reason? Aristotle’s explanation is that their bodily flux,315 their metabo-
lism, does not allow the change to remain either, in the case of infants,
because they are so fluid that it disperses, and so the affection is lost,
or because they are too hard for the “imprint” to be effective in the
first place, in the case of the old.

Thus it is clear that at a general level psychic activity, which is neces-
sarily corporeal, provides one of the necessary conditions for memory,
namely a stable body. Aristotle’s conception of soul requires its embodi-
ment; this is reflected in the explanation for memory. His explanation of
memory thus precludes memory in disembodied things. But when we ask
more specifically, not at the level of living things generally, or perhaps hu-
mans, moving through their life-cycle, but rather about what happens

313 450a30–31.
314 450a32-b11.
315 They flow N´ousi (450b6); another, crucial, text on flux in living things is De

juv. 5 469b29–470a5, King 2001: 96–101.
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when the memory is acquired, that is, when the original perception takes
place, then we may well be disappointed. For Aristotle has recourse to
comparisons, not merely the “sort of cast”, or “impression” (t}por)
which we have been discussing, but rather less famous, not say obscure,
images are appealed to, namely, that in the case of those who flow too
much the seal or the change falls, “as it were into water”, and so does
not remain; and with the aged, they are too hard, like some kind of a
wall which does not take the impression.316 The general idea is clear,
but there is a notable lack of specific detail, and one may well ask why.
Does the lack of clarity mask an important gap in Aristotle’s account,
or are they merely harmless images which serve a superficial rhetorical
purpose, and which can easily be translated into good Aristotelian con-
cepts? I will argue that there is no gap here, and that we have already
met the Aristotelian concepts which are relevant, and indeed sufficient.

The way we deal with this question is fundamental to our reading of
De memoria et reminiscentia, and indeed of Aristotle’s philosophy of mind
generally. What role does corporeal explanation play within this theory?
Memory is common to body and soul; but the contribution of body
might exhaust itself at the level of a necessary condition. For among
the affections of living things, there are some which require body as nec-
essary condition. That is, they only happen in things with body, but they
are not, like a second group of affections, defined by a change in the
body. The first kind of affections are things like perceptions, and the sec-
ond are things like passions.317 The fact that Aristotle does not give an
account of how vamt\slata arise in terms of the physiology of living
things would suggest that there is, in his view, no story to be told here.
Memory is dealt with presupposing no more, and no less, about
vamt\slata than we have discussed from De anima in the last section.318

316 450a32-b5.
317 For this distinction, see above p. 20. It is quite conceivable that even a modern

empiricist should discuss memory phenomena without discussing the neural
processes involved – but there would be no doubt that there is some kind of a
story to be told there; e. g. See Baddeley (1982: 7): physiology in its then
state of development has very little to teach us about memory.

318 When Aristotle comes to dreams in De ins. he does discuss the physiology of
vamt²slata (esp. 1 459b1–23, 3 460b28–461b7) because he needs it to explain
how current perception drowns out the residual changes in the sense organs.
These texts are often used to pad out the account of memory or perception
(see e. g. Wedin 1988: 36–9). But I think that if Aristotle needs something in
his theory, he tends to make explicit use of it.
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Representations are changes arising from perception, and they serve
thought as a material basis. There is no more that need to be said for
the purposes of Aristotle’s theory. The point may be put by saying that
organs are needed to perform the function, but the actual performance
of the function is not identical with specific, bodily changes. The actual
end is reached by way of changes, but is distinct from the changes.

More light is shed on these questions if we look at the way in which
body is brought into the account in De memoria et reminiscentia. The first
thing to mention is the fact that the material cause does not feature in the
list of questions posed at the outset.319 Nonetheless, there are points at
which he appeals to specific parts of the body, for example, to the pri-
mary perceptual organ or capacity,320 and also to “the part of the body
which has the soul in it”.321 The part referred to is the heart in sanguine-
ous animals and its analogue in others animals.322 Now, even if there is
some form of change in the central organ, we do not know what it is,
and the central organ is one with various functions, so that pointing to
it is by no means to make clear what occurs in the process of perception
and hence memory.

One aspect of the involvement of the central organ in perception
should be mentioned at this point. For the affection (p\hor)323 to be com-
plete, the organ has to be involved; otherwise the perception just affects
the peripheral organs. The idea is that there is a moment when the per-
ception is complete, namely when it reaches the central organ.324 But the
important thing here is not so much the physiology, but the temporal
structure of memory: only after the perception is over is memory of it

319 See above p. 26.
320 450a14. I speak of central “organ”, since the heart is both homoiomerous and

anhomoiomerous, being involved in both the causation of locomotion and per-
ception.

321 450a28–29.
322 See esp. De juv. 3 469a5–12, King 2001; 70–1, 97, 125.
323 See above p. 20.
324 451a25–26. The expression is unclear; I follow Sophonias 7.19, and Ross, p.

244 on 451a25–31 who compares Sens. 7 449a16–18; see also De an. III 2
426b16–23, 7 431a19-b2; and De mem. 1 450a13; on this view of perception
in Aristotle see Neuh�user 1878: 83–84. One problem with this view is how a
perception, which is indivisible, can be completed by reaching an extended
organ; one would have to conceive of the organ as a whole in some sense. See
G. Ross p. 17–18, Neuh�user 1878: 85, 104–5.

2.1 Memory 75



possible. Perception has to be past for it to be remembered. This is what
we expect from the CF.325

Is there any sign that Aristotle felt the need to be more explicit in the
matter of the physiology of memory? He seems to be quite content to
give a definition of memory without any specific matter being named.
A change is named, namely a representation; but the discussion of repre-
sentation does not really convince the reader that there is a detailed ma-
terial theory in the offing, nor indeed that one is felt to be desirable.
Rather, it is enough that perceptions can leave changes in the living thing.

This vagueness is also unmistakeable in the passage at the end of
chapter 2 in which the bodily nature of recollection is being explicitly dis-
cussed (453a14-b7): in the best part of a Bekker column Aristotle does no
more than associate recollection with various changes in the body and
bodily afflictions and affections. This reticence has not prevented some
interpreters from speculating about the kind of fluid, e. g. which is men-
tioned as making some people bad at recollection (blood or black bile).
But even a definite answer to this question would not amount to the
identification of a concomitant change.326 Thus, for the status of memo-
ry, we are left with changes of a kind, made possible by the standard
changes involved in growth and nutrition.

This view would fit with two aspects of the process described here,
which are clear, up to a point, but cannot be pressed too far:

(1) the result of the action of the seal is a change in the wax.
(2) whether there is memory or not depends on the (rate of) flux in the

living thing.

(2) is important insofar as Aristotle regards the living body as in an equi-
librium constituted by the changes that make up its metabolic processes.
If there is too much or too little process, this affects the ability of the liv-
ing thing to remember. We have already touched on these points above.
The comparisons that Aristotle uses here are clear enough even if one can-
not quite see how they could be converted into physiological terms. The
wall is too hard to be impressed, as it were, hence the old do not remem-
ber, and the fluid young are too impressionable so the impression does
not remain in their fluid state, which resembles water.327 The qualities
of the living things appealed to are relative to the function under consid-

325 Above p. 32.
326 Althoff 1991: 134: blood; van der Eijk 1990: 36–8: black bile.
327 450a32-b11.
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eration, rather than being independently ascertainable quantities. The liv-
ing thing may be too hard or too fluid for memory to occur. Functional
stability is necessary for memory, not the presence of independently iden-
tifiable impressions.

So Aristotle thinks he is able to define memory and recollection with-
out much recourse to physiology. This does not alter the fact that phys-
iology plays an important role in that memory and recollection only
occur in animals i. e. living things that perceive. This is more than just
a triviality.328 Firstly, the persisting living thing is necessary for memory;
secondly it must be able to perceive; and thirdly these perceptions remain
in some sense. Furthermore, there are certain aspects of his physiology
which he does mention en passant, without really drawing any explanato-
ry power from their use. Above all, I am referring here to his idea of a
central organ unifying the sensual system, and which is identical with
the central organ responsible for metabolism. But he does not discuss
the way in which any such living system has to be constructed if it is
to be capable of memory. So it appears that memory in Aristotle’s view
places no specific constraints on what happens in the living system
which is to have it, beyond the retention of perception, and the percep-
tion of time. The perceptions must remain, and the living thing must be
able to tell them apart from present perceptions. It is merely necessary
that there is some such system, and that it is able to preserve the repre-
sentations in such a way that they can be used for memory. No particular
process, apart from representation, is named as responsible for memory
and recollection although the latter is said expressly to be something
that happens in a bodily context.329 The images used to describe both
memory in general, the wax imprint, and the images for the bad memory
of the old and the young, the hard wall and the water, can all be made

328 Cf. Ch. 1 450a27-b7. The important article by Solmsen 1961 on the discovery of
the nerves is cited by Burnyeat 1995: 420 for the lack of interest on Aristotle’s
part in such physiological questions.

329 Van der Eijk (1997: 251) remarks that in De mem. only the cases of memory
failure are mentioned in connection with the body. The physical factors of nor-
mal or successful memory are not explained. One can contrast the role of the
liver in Timaeus 71A-B: because of its shiny surface, it serves as a sort of mirror
for the images of thoughts (eV4dyka ja· vamt²slata 71A5–6), which may con-
sequently influence the mind in dreams and the day time. (Note that memory is
not mentioned in the Timaeus ; but cf. Critias 26B.) In Aristotle’s account of
memory there is no analogue to the liver’s shiny surface.
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comprehensible in terms of Aristotelian conceptions. The central point is
a stable body that is able to preserve representations from perception.

2.1.6 The Final Definition: a solution to the present-past problem

Something remains of the original perception; this is the representation:
how are we able to relate it back, in the act of remembering, to the orig-
inal perception or conception? Aristotle’s answer is beguilingly simple. In
actually remembering we are doing something, and what we are doing is
to use the representation in a certain way. The use of a representation
plays an important role in distinguishing memory from mere representa-
tion (the Memory-Representation problem P3)330. Representations are
not merely psychic data that remain from perception; they can be
made to serve a function.331 Only on this basis can they contribute to-
wards constituting memory. When we, and other animals, use the repre-
sentations, we use a capacity to regard something as something. When we
understand how these factors co-operate, we will have solved the Present-
Past problem (P2)332, and hence be in a position to define memory. The
present-past problem is, after all, the puzzle that Aristotle uses to struc-
ture his approach to defining memory in Chapter 1.333

Let us use our example of a perception again:

Example (E) Socrates remembers (at t2) that he saw Theaetetus two days
ago (at t1).334

The perception at t1 consists in the reception of a form; a certain time
must pass, and then at t2, the subject of the perception can remember
it. At t2, the subject of the perception is in a certain state: how is it pos-
sible for this state to represent a perception or conception that was in the
past at t1? Obviously, not merely by being the causal continuation of that

330 P. 2.
331 To what extent is memory intentional? It is at any rate end-directed; a decision to

recall something is rather different, and differently related to the end; this is of
course the Memory-Recollection problem (above, p. 2); for Aristotle’s solution,
which does not use the difference between the functional use of representation
and an intentional act, see below, p. 95.

332 P. 1–2.
333 450a25–451a8.
334 Cf. above p. 8.
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past state, since there are innumerable causal continuities between differ-
ent times in the life of an individual. We need some representation of that
past event: representation only occurs in things with perception, and pre-
sumably only insofar as they have perception, so not any event in the past
in the living thing’s body will be causally relevant to a memory. But nor
will any event even if these are restricted to representations; for clearly
there are representations that cannot count as memories, indeed, which
no one wants to count as memories; representations serve as many things,
and we need to isolate, if not which representations are memories, then
what are we doing with our representations when we remember some-
thing.

What we are doing in remembering is taking something as some-
thing.335 This solution to the Present-Past problem (P2) relies on our abil-
ity to see, grasp things in a certain way. Interestingly, Aristotle will have to
ascribe this kind of capacity to animals without language if they are to be
able to remember. Thus it is a function of perception.336 This should not
surprise in that perception is a form of cognition for Aristotle.

We have already met Aristotle’s use of the notion of taking something
as something when we discussed the question of whether in his theory
representations are images.337 The conclusion we came to was, no. We
considered the comparison of the use of representations in memory
with the use of pictures to refer to the thing of which they are the picture.
Aristotle thinks that simply on its own, a picture is not a picture of some-
thing; it is only that when it is taken to be of something.338 So too with a
representation: a representation only refers to something when it is taken

335 If any argument is needed, the role of taking something as something in memory,
interpreting a representation as an image, shows that it is not representation that
does this (pace Nussbaum 1978: Interpretive Essay 5 esp. 255–261); for mem-
ory depends on how the representation is taken. Hence representation itself is not
responsible for the way we take things (interpret them). Taking something as
something would seem to be a function of perception in general ; cf. the problem
of incidental perception in De an. II 6.

336 On representations in animals see Labarri�re 1984.
337 See above p. 57.
338 The same theory of memory appears in De mot. anim. 8 702a5–7: memory and

expectation (cf. De mem. 1 449b10–13) of courage, fear and other emotions
cause heatings and cooling, by using such affectations as images (eUdyka). Nuss-
baum (1978: 355–6) thinks that this theory is an improvement on De mem.,
since she sees the theory here as one in which not the object of the experience
is remembered, merely the representation; lines 450b11–451a2 show that this
is not the theory of De mem.; cf. above p. 39.
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to be of that thing. When a representation simply occurs – floats through
my mind, as it were – , it does not refer to anything beyond itself, it is
merely a psychic datum. In contrast, in memory it is made to serve a pur-
pose, and so to refer to something else. We take a representation to be the
image of a past perception. In taking the representation to be the image
of the past perception we remember that perception. This view of how to
explain what we do in actually remembering provides him with his final
definition of memory.

There are several reactions that one might have to this suggestion. A
conventional image-based theory of memory might seem to offer the ad-
vantage that there are aspects to the image which make it a memory
image. An image with the pictorial quality P might then be a memory
image of a perception which involved P, and image without that quality
would not be. In contrast to an image theory of memory, Aristotle’s ac-
count might seem to be arbitrary in that there is apparently no principled
way of deciding what kind of psychic events can be memories of what
kind of perceptions. He does not offer us anything like an interpretation
scheme.339

Against this view, one can plead the case of the constructivist view of
memory: what is really important is what I do at t2. Furthermore, it
would certainly appear that, just as many things can be taken as pictures,
so many states of mind can serve one as memory for any given perception
or conception one may remember. That is not to say that by using a rep-
resentation as an image of that of which it is the representation one guar-
antees the correctness of the memory. That depends on what the facts of
the matter are: I remember meeting Socrates, and this view is right or
wrong depending on whether I actually did meet Socrates. Whether or
not I am right in my claim, what I am doing is remembering.340

Let us recapitulate the course of the enquiry, now that we have all of
the pieces necessary to define memory. It will be remembered that the
three questions posed by Aristotle at the outset were:341

What is memory?
What is the cause of memory?
Which part of the soul is responsible for memory?

339 Cf. Wedin 1988: 138–41.
340 This is the message of the certainty and deception passage above p. 51, below p.

85. On the possibility of deceptive or mistaken memories cf. also above n. 194 on
Ryle.

341 See above p. 26.
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The Final Definition (FD) will offer an explanation of memory by list-
ing the factors involved and showing how they co-operate to produce
memory. Thus we will not merely have the moving cause of memory, a
representation,342 we will also have a formal cause, namely in the part
of the soul involved,343 which was the subject of the third question.

The question of the definition, that is, now, the final definition, is to
be answered using the answers to the other two questions The point
about the final definition is, finally, that it explains in theoretical terms
the pre-theoretical understanding of memory which was articulated in
the Canonical Formula (CF).344 What Aristotle is doing is fitting the
way we speak about memory into his theoretical framework. The defini-
tion is hardly comprehensible unless one understands the way in which he
is using his technical terms, and, more broadly, how his theory of the soul
works.

Let us recall the CF and the PD which Aristotle distilled from it by
application of his terminology:

CF For always whenever someone is active with respect to remembering,
then he says in this way in the soul that he heard this or perceived it or
thought it before.345

PD Therefore memory is neither perception nor conception but the pos-
session or affection of one of these, when time has passed.346

PD does no more than extract the content of CF using Aristotle’s tech-
nical terms. That this is a true definition of memory is, I think proven
in Aristotle’s view by the fact that he can show how memory, when under-
stood in this way, occurs. He is able to show how perceptions are pre-
served (“possessed”) and modified (“affected”) in such a way as to provide
memory. Now for the Final Definition (FD):

t¸ l³m owm 1sti lm¶lg ja· t¹ lmglome¼eim, eUqgtai, fti vamt²slator, ¢r
eQjºmor ox v²mtasla, 6nir.

342 450a25–451a14 for memory and 451b10–452b7 for recollection.
343 Notice, however, that the soul can serve as any of the causes with the exception of

the material one (De an. II 4 415b8–28).
344 See above, p. 32.
345 449b22–23.
346 449b24–25.
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Final Definition What memory is, and remembering, has been said,
namely, that [memory] is the possession of a representation as an
image of that of which it is the representation.347

A representation is mentioned in this definition. This of course implies
the part of the soul involved, namely the perceptive part. But the defini-
tion also mentions the way in which the representation is taken, namely
as an image of the original perception or conception.348 The point of the
qualifier “as an image” lies in the fact that one might be in possession of a
representation, but not use it to remember the thing in question. With-
out the qualifier, the connection with the original perception is not given.
Of course there is a connection, since the representation remains from the
perception.349 But that is not sufficient for memory. Only if the represen-
tation is taken in a certain way do we have a way of solving the present-
past problem.

It may look as though the temporal aspect is not contained in the
final definition. This would be very surprising, given the space at the
start of the treatise350 devoted to the role of time and its perception in
memory. So let us try to make clear where the temporal relation is, by
using the simple example of a perceptual memory from the Introduction:

Example (E) Socrates remembers (at t2) that he saw Theaetetus two days
ago (at t1).351

The act of memory in E has a certain proposition as its content: Socrates
saw Theaetetus at t1. At t2 a representation is taken by Socrates as an
image of this content. By being taken as an image the representation at
t2 is related to the perception at t1. Taking the representation as an

347 451a15–16.
348 Morel p. 37. Contrast Wiesner (1985: 168) who speaks of “Ged�chtnis als un-

unterbrochenes Behalten von Eindr�cken aus fr�herer sinnlicher oder geistiger
T�tigkeit”; this view of memory ignores the central role of taking the represen-
tation in a certain way. While Wiesner mentions (p. 170, 189) both the Prov-
sional Definition and the Final Definition, he does not discuss their relation
to one another

349 Can Aristotle exclude cases from falling under his definition in which we make a
correct assertion about the past, using a representation which as a matter of fact
has no connection with the original perception? I don’t see how he could; he has
in fact no way of guaranteeing the origin of representations.

350 See esp. 449b9–30, cf. also 450a25–7, 450b11–15.
351 See Introduction p. 8.
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image of the perception at t1 relates it back to that perception. In this
way it is clear that the temporal structure of memory is implicitly con-
tained in taking a representation as an image of that of which it is the
representation. Solving the Present Past problem (P2), as the final defini-
tion does, implies a role for the perception of time in the act of memory.

If one asks oneself how the representation is related to the original
perception, then it is clear that in the way that the representation is con-
sidered as an image there is a relation to the past. To begin with, this is a
question of perceiving that Theaetetus is not there now, but that this rep-
resentation relates to an earlier perception.352

At first blush one may think that we are only concerned with a tem-
poral order among representations. The representation can only be relat-
ed to the past perception if this one perception is temporally determined
among the series of representations: the perception is dated with refer-
ence to other perceptions. The dating would then have a kind of indexical
or demonstrative function: it marks this one perception from the perspec-
tive of the person concerned. But we can go further than this in that,
while actual representation is uncoupled from the external world, percep-
tion as a whole is not. For actual perception presupposes a relation to a
concrete thing outside the soul.353 It is not, of course, the individual as
such that is the object of the perception, but rather the individual as
qualified in a certain way.354 But the individual that is perceived in this
way is spatially and temporally fixed.355 Hence perception relates to tem-
porally ordered things. And of course, memory implies temporal order:
perceptions that are remembered are past ones. This is the reason that
the cognition of time is said to be “the main thing”.356 Hence memory
is the possession of a perception after time has passed, because the pos-
session of a representation is related to the original perception by being
taken as an image of it.

Aristotle’s definition of memory enables us to give answers to several
of the problems raised in the Introduction357. We have now looked at the
Present past problem (P2); the Derivation Problem (P1) has also been

352 Cf. Ins. 3 461b22–30.
353 De an. II 5 417b18–26.
354 See above on the definition of perception, p. 23.
355 See Anal. Post. I 31 87b29–30. For an interesting, if controversial, treatment of

the connection between concrete things, time and autobiographical memory, see
Campbell 1997.

356 Ch. 2 452b7; see above p. 66.
357 See Introduction p. 1–3.
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solved. Another question concerned the way representations in memory
are to be distinguished from other ones (the memory-representation
problem, P3). The procedure is simple; just place the definitions of
the two phenomena side by side, and you can read off how they are dis-
tinct. Here are the two definitions again:

Representation is a change arising from an actual perception.358

Memory is the possession of a representation as an image of that of which
it is the representation.

That is, of course, simple enough for the Aristotelian scientist ; one may
complain that that does not help since what one needs is a guarantee that
the user of a memory will be able to tell memories from other contents of
their minds, specifically from other representations. If they cannot do
this, then they will be in no position to use their memory. For the Aris-
totelian scientist, too, this state of affairs is unsatisfactory. For the PD is
based on the way we talk about memory; and if we, people with mem-
ories, are in no position to distinguish memory from other psychic activ-
ities, then the Aristotelian scientist is deprived of a starting point for his
enquiry.

So how are memory and representation to be distinguished quite gen-
erally? The representation is a change that arises from actual perception.
Thus the representation may simply be a psychic datum, something float-
ing through my mind like a day-dream. Another activity connected with
representation is imagining things to oneself. This is part of what repre-
sentation does for Aristotle. One can for example represent a scene to
oneself in one’s mind. Imagining things is a particular intentional activ-
ity.359 But imagining something is doing something different from re-
membering. In the case of both of these end-directed activities, one
knows what one is doing.360 Both are different from a non-intentional

358 See above p. 46.
359 De an. III 3 427b18–20. Wedin (1988: 74–77) denies this, on the grounds that

images here are in the service of mnemonics. This is right. Nonetheless, we
should not deny that Aristotle here refers to the intentional activity of imagining
something; and that is something we can do without putting it to any use.

360 Does this account make memory too active? Bloch (2007: 79–118) claims that
for Aristotle memory is merely a state, indeed passive; see above for some re-
marks on this. Another point is some forms of pathological memory – of terrible
experiences – persist or remain actual even though the subject does not want
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representation. Aristotle thinks that on the one hand the act of remem-
bering is self-evident, but, on the other hand, what one remembers
may deceive one.361 The first point concerns the activity of remembering:
this activity is evident since it is distinguished by the end remembering
has. This distinguishes remembering, for example, from imagining some-
thing; imagining something requires a particular intention to be adopted.
Remembering meeting a dragon, even wrongly, is a different activity from
imagining a dragon. Deceiving yourself into believing you remember
meeting a dragon is different from imagining you met a dragon.

We have already discussed the way in which the two activities, imag-
ining and remembering, are distinguished by the intention one has when
performing them.362 The PD of memory363 tells us what we do, when re-
membering: this is the stating point of the enquiry, one familiar to us. So
too with imagining something. The activity of imagining must be distin-
guished from a representation. For a representation is merely the remains
of a perception. It may, however, as has been remarked before, be used to
do something, such as intentionally imagining something. Thus the re-
mains of perceptions of an iguana may be used to imagine a dragon.
In contrast, memory is a form of cognition that uses what has been re-
tained from the earlier cognition to refer to it. This is the way Aristotle
escapes problems with a simplistic representational theory of memory. In
so doing two things are needed: the representation has to be regarded in a
certain way and the time passed has to be perceived. In fact, as we have
seen, these two seem to be aspects of the same action: in regarding the
representation as the copy of something, I am taking into account the
fact that it is not a perception, something originating in a past perception.
Because the distinction between memory and representation rests on
what the living things does, it is a distinction that the living thing itself
is in a position to draw. These are distinctions between representations
and memory quite generally, and not that different distinction between
correct and false or misleading memory.364

them; thus they would appear to be non-intentional. Still, some form of function
is being performed.

361 The certainty and deception passage: Ch. 2 452b24–28, cf. Ch. 1 451a8–12,
and cf. above n. 194.

362 Above p. 51.
363 Above p. 27.
364 See Ross 1924: 116 on Met. I 1 980b26; Sorabji p. 11–12, Fn. 1, discusses this

distinction, but sees it as that between real memory and imagined memory. He is
interested in the question how one knows whether the “image” is in one’s mem-
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The provisional definition is transformed into the final definition by
displaying the cause for the occurrence of memory. This cause relates to
the capacities of the animal, namely to perceive. Perception has a variety
of functions which are relevant here. The capacity to perceive enables the
living thing to perceive time on the one hand, secondly to have represen-
tations, and thirdly, to regard the representation in a certain way. Memory
occurs when these uses of perception coincide.365 Not only are represen-
tations a function of perception, perception is also responsible for the
cognition of time; and perceiving something as something is percep-
tion.366 The representation which remains from a perception is explicitly
related to the perception of the thing by being put in a temporal relation
to the perception. The representation is thus seen to be an image of this
dated perception, and at the same time it is seen as an image of the in-
dividual perceived.

2.1.7 Some epistemological aspects of memory

Memory is unique from an epistemological point of view in that it, and it
alone, gives us veridical access to perceptions that we have had and so to
the things which we have perceived. That this aspect of memory is crucial
to Aristotle emerges clearly from the way he distinguishes memory from
other forms of cognition, namely those connected with the present (per-
ception), and the future. Memory is epistemologically direct in the sense
that we do not have to draw conclusions, for example, from a represen-
tation in order to have something in one’s memory. We use representa-
tions but we do not draw conclusions from them. Thus memory is direct,
in that we remember directly, without ratiocination. For of course ani-

ory or not. And he quite rightly points out that one cannot see this simply from
the “images” themselves. As we have seen it is anything but obvious if Aristotle
thinks of representations like this. On their truth and falsity, see above p. 55; we
have seen this is due to the way in which the perceptions they arise from are put
together, and has nothing to do with their character as images. Truth in memory
is only possible when the representation is regarded as a quasi image of the ex-
perience – that is to say not just taken as a representation. Thus in the way
we treat representations there is a distinction between representation taken sim-
ply and memory.

365 See De mem. 2 452b23–24: the movement of the thing and the movement of
the time have to occur together for memory to be present.

366 See above p. 57, 79.
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mals remember and in Aristotle’s book they cannot reason. But this di-
rectness of memory does not mean that it is not susceptible to explana-
tion. The fact that memory can be explained, in terms of the faculty of
perception, and the remaining of representations which are then used
in remembering, does not mean that memory is epistemologically indi-
rect, merely that it is explicable.

It is clear from what has been said that these are aspects of memory
which are accounted for in Aristotle’s account. The crucial aspect of his
account lies in seeing a representation as an image of a perception. For
in this action we make a claim about the way the past was, using the
way it appears to us now.

Whether we are right or not in so doing is another question. The re-
lation to truth and falsity emerges very clearly because of a peculiar kind
of memory failure that Aristotle mentions; perhaps he has a kind of mad-
ness in mind. People are mentioned367 who are meant to have regarded all
their representations as things that had happened. Whatever this failure of
memory is, it makes clear that the cognitive responsiveness of memory
lies in our flexibility to see some representations as images and others
not. In this way bringing things together or separating them is the
basis for memory being able to track the way things were. Here is a sug-
gestion for a way to take this phrase. To separate the representation from
the original perception is to say that that is not the way it was, in other
words that I regard a representation as not being the image of the percep-
tion in question; to bring representation and perception together is to re-
gard the representation as an image of the perception, and claim that is
the way it was. There are two ways of regarding the representations in this
context, namely as images or not. This is why we can be in doubt as to
whether things were the way we say they were.368

For if we were like the unfortunates Aristotle mentions, then we
would be stuck in a fictional world. This is so not so much because of
the content of the representation; after all, it just might be the case
that all the representations in question really do correspond to the way
things were. But if they did so correspond, it would be a matter of
chance, and thus not a justifiable memory. Memory has to be responsive
if it is to be responsible. In their case, a lack of flexibility does not beto-

367 451a8–12.
368 451a2–8. Aristotle suggests that improving our memory is a related phenomen-

on. Memory can be exercised by remembering something repeatedly by using the
representation of it as an image.
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ken certainty, but a mad fixity. Flexibility hinges on the capacity to take a
representation as an image, or not. There are two alternatives here.

So much for some basic epistemological aspects of memory according
to Aristotle. We can now turn to rather more sophisticated uses. The ob-
ject of De memoria et reminiscentia is to define memory and recollection.
Nothing is said about the further reaching cognitive capacities which are
based on these two, especially memory. For this is implicated in experi-
ence (1lpeiq_a), and so in the acquisition of arts and sciences; and in a
certain respect it is also involved in ethical learning. The relation between
memory and science and arts form the subject of two very celebrated
chapters in the Corpus: Metaphysics I 1 und Posterior Analytics II 19.
The subject of the chapter in the Analytics is how one comes to know
the principles of science. The passage in the Metaphysics discusses wisdom
(sov_a) as the apex of all forms of cognition, which one can only reach by
way of memory.369

The question I wish to discuss is whether the concept of memory that
is used in these passages is the same as that defined in De memoria et rem-
iniscentia. I think it is. The main reason for thinking that it is not lies in
the view that what is at stake in De memoria et reminiscentia is personal
memory, and memory of one’s own experiences would seem to import an
extraneous element into the genesis of science. For the fact that memories
in each case are had by someone, relative to their own past, is not really
relevant to science. This view may seem to be supported by the fact that
Aristotle goes out of his way to deny that memory relates to reason as
such.370 From this view, might try to argue that memory, at least con-
ceived of as the memory of an individual relative to their own percep-
tions, is not relevant to reason, that is science. Of course, this question
touches one of the problems we considered at the outset, the universal-
memory problem (P6):371 Actually doing science in the Aristotelian
sense, entertaining the axioms of a completed science, seems to require
no use of my memory.

But memory is relevant to the acquisition of universal concepts. After
all, some individual has to acquire the concepts; learning is always some-
one’s learning. But does this not import something extraneous? No, be-
cause all that is imported is the idea that they are one’s own perceptions
and they can be distinguished from the perceptions one is having now.

369 See Scott 1995: 107–117 for this interpretation.
370 mogtijºm De. mem. 1 450a12–18.
371 P. 3.

2 Aristotle88



Thus they fulfil in a minimal way the criteria for being memory set up in
De memoria et reminiscentia. On the path from perceptions to universal
concepts, one will be moving from a series of perceptions, each of
which is preserved as representation, but also considered as an image of
the perception, that is : related to the original object of perception.
This is work an individual does in the course of learning science.

The basis for the value of memory for science lies in the fact that per-
cepts (\ish^lata) are preserved by some living things.372 Clearly, the
mere preservation is not enough: among some of these living things a
k|cor comes about; this phrase presumably includes definitions.

The formation of concepts presupposes a sum of remaining percepts.
If this implied that memory were the preservation of the percepts, this
conception of memory would not be compatible with Aristotle’s canon-
ical formula (CF) as, then, one would not need “to say in the soul that
one had learnt or perceived something, when one is active with one’s
memory”.373 Collecting percepts is not the same as saying that one has
perceived something in the past. Aristotle’s concept of memory is, in
view of our common opinions, very restricted. He only describes personal
memory which requires that one also has the relevant perception or learn-
ing in mind as well as their content.

It is not at all easy to reconstruct Aristotle’s conception of the work of
the scientist at this point. The account is too terse. But the work of col-
lecting perceptions of some subject of science, say: a kind of animal A, by
a scientist, requires clearly more than the remaining of percepts. For ex-
ample, the explicit relating of the remainders of perception to the objects
of perception may include a truth claim (a least: this appearance is not
deceptive). For what we want to gather are claims about what A is.
These claims are memory claims, and so go beyond the mere remaining
of percepts. This agrees with our concept of memory from De memoria et
reminiscentia. Percepts only then lead to experience (1lpeiq_a) when they
are collected, i. e. those of a single thing, e. g. of a natural kind, through
memory.374 Contrary to what one might expect, the memory is not the
storage of the percept – that is the prior step. Rather the memory relates
a present percept to a past perception. This may lead to experience. And

372 Anal. Post. II 19 99b36–37, Met. I 1 980a27–29.
373 Ch. 1 449b18–22 see above p. 32.
374 See Gregoric and Grg�c 2006 for an account of experience in Aristotle.
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such an experience may represent a step towards the scientific definition
of our kind A.375

2.2 Recollection

It is perhaps appropriate to approach recollection through Plato, although
in De memoria et reminiscentia Aristotle does not, contrary to his usual,
but not invariable practice, say what his predecessors thought about
memory, or indeed, recollection; instead, when turning to the latter
topic at the start of Chapter 2, he refers to some form of dialectical ex-
ercises in which theses on memory were discussed, and says that every-
thing true in these discussions should be assumed.376 These exercises
were perhaps also concerned with questions about the content of memory
and recollection. At least the thesis that recollection is neither the acquis-
ition nor the recovery of memory seems to be taken from these discus-
sions, and argued for again.

Although Plato is not mentioned, at least one important part of Ar-
istotle’s views of memory and recollection is derived from him.377 Mem-
ory and recollection are both directed at the same kind of content, name-
ly, some perception or knowledge one has grasped in the past. It is crucial
for Aristotle’s conception of recollection that we are clear about what is
recalled in recollection. However, he parts company from Plato with
the idea of a first perception, which we have already discussed above.378

Unlike Plato, Aristotle thinks that we can learn something new by percep-
tion rather than merely being reminded of something we already know.

There are further aspects which are profoundly un-Platonic in his ac-
count. For example the insistence that we pay attention to the way in

375 This process is sometimes divided by Aristotle into four and sometimes into three
steps: perception, memory, science; and the fourth step, experience, may come
between memory and science. Three steps: Anal. Post. II 19 99b34–100a3,
four: 100a3–9, Met. I 1 980a27–981a3. The commentators disagree on how
to explain this discrepancy. Barnes 1993: 262–6, Detel 1993: II 867–884.
Strikingly, the place of representation is taken by percepts in this account. It is
hard to see what point if any is intended by the substitution. Frede (1992:
292) notes the substitution, but treats the passage just as if representation were
used.

376 Sorabji p. 88. Ch. 2 451a19. On the start of Chapter 2 see esp. Wiesner 1998.
377 We have already seen that Aristotle rejects (implicitly) the account from the Phil-

ebus. See above p. 24–25.
378 P. 69.
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which the faculty for memory and representation exists, a physiological
slant which is very characteristic of Aristotle’s investigation into living be-
haviour in De anima and Parva Naturalia generally. In the account of rec-
ollection, the salient point lies in the use of the concept of change to ac-
count for the associative chains leading to recollection.379

The allusions to Plato are the first things we will discuss in relation to
recollection. Our approach to recollection will be negative like the ac-
count given by Aristotle: he begins by saying what recollection is
not,380 namely that it is neither the recovery (!m²kgxir) nor the acquisi-
tion (k/xir) of memory. Now, Plato’s writings do not contain the asser-
tion that recollection is either of these two;381 so the passage before us can
hardly count as a refutation of Plato, as some interpreters have claimed.382

Nonetheless, his influence is evident in the passage, the point of which is
to move towards a distinction between memory and recollection. In fact,
Aristotle is using part of Plato’s account of recollection !m²lmgsir),
namely that it is a recovery of knowledge, or more generally cognition
(1pist^lgm !makalb\meim). For this is precisely what Aristotle in the
end will want to say. Recollection relates to earlier cognition. Crucially,
Plato does not use the relevance of time for his theory, although time
is of course implicit in the idea of recovery. And furthermore the relation-
ship of memory to science is rather a different one in Aristotle’s view, as it
is an indirect one, mediated by the representations that science depends
on when we think its theorems.383 In both the Meno and the Phaedo the
soul recovers384 something in itself of that which it had undergone when
with the body. Hence it is not the recovery of memory, but rather of that
which, when combined with a time, makes the content of memory.385

A central role is played in Aristotle’s theory by the idea of a first per-
ception, that is to say, there is a first time in which something, namely the

379 Cf. above p. 75 on the nature of the material explanation of memory and recol-
lection offered in De mem.

380 Wiesner 1998: esp. 131on 451a18–451b10, the negative account is at a18–31.
381 Freudenthal 1869: 404.
382 Ross on 451a18-b10, p.243 expresses the view that Aristotle’s claim that recollec-

tion is not the recovery or acquisition of memory (451a20–1) is a criticism of
Meno 85D6–7, Philebus 34B6–8.

383 See above p. 42.
384 The only place Plato does talk about repetition (!mapok¶s,) of memory is Phil-

ebus 34B10-C2.
385 Phaedo 75E5–6, Meno 85D3–7. These points are consistent with the reference

to the dialectical exercises at 451a19 being to Platonic dialogues.
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perception associated with an individual, enters the mind. Of course, the
capacity does not enter the mind, and so this is compatible with theories
of recollection such as Plato’s in which innate capacities are realised by
perception. These capacities have been acquired before birth.386 We
have already taken a closer look at the acquisition of memories, and
seen that the original perception is not the acquisition of memory.
This only happens when a certain time has passed after the perception.
This thesis follows from the PD, which requires that, for memory to
be present, we possess a conception or perception after time has passed.387

The original perception is not the memory and only becomes a suitable
object for it after time has passed.388

Let us turn to recollection. We begin by distinguishing it from mem-
ory.389 It is crucial to understanding De memoria et reminiscentia. Appa-
rently, Chapter 1 is devoted to memory and Chapter 2 to recollection,
as though they were separate topics.390 We will see that they are in fact

386 See e. g. Meno 81C-D.
387 449b25, above p. 27. Here too we are offered the choice between possession and

affection (451a23–24); see also 451a27–28.
388 451a29–30; see above on the perception of time, p. 62. Aristotle (Hist. anim.

VII 10 587b10–11) notices a interesting parallel in the case of infants : after
40 days they dream, but their representations are only much later in their mem-
ories. This is comparable to modern thoughts about having experiences at a time
when one does have the concepts to understand them, and only later acquire the
concepts. Thus what one remembers is not the experience as it is interpreted with
the concepts but something more primitive.

389 Annas (1992 (1)) interprets the distinction as being between personal memory
and memory that is not bound to my experience. This bold claim is meant to
solve the problem that Aristotle otherwise leaves himself without a way of ac-
counting for the memory of thoughts and other timeless facts. On accidental
memory of thoughts, see above p. 42. Annas’ way of distinguishing the two is
close to the distinction introduced by Tulving (e. g. 1983) into modern psychol-
ogy between semantic and episodic memory (and cf. also Bergson 1897). The
first refers to content stored with no relation to the self (language, general knowl-
edge), and the second does refer to episodes in one’s own life. (Annas’ thesis is
accepted by Caston 1998: 258 n. 18). van Dorp 1992: esp. 463–76 on De
mem. distinguishes the two concepts in another way. Bloch 2007: 74–79 adds
to those differences named by Aristotle that memory is passive, and recollection
active. The difference in time between memory and recollection (De mem. 2
453a7) may well be simply that while memory remains from the past, recollec-
tion is a search from the present. Cf. Scheler 1980, and Buchheim 1997.

390 Bloch (2007: 72–75, with n. 95) sees the two treatments as being largely uncon-
nected. He thinks that De mem. 2 is really about a technique of recollection; in
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closely connected and these connections will make it clear that they share
much more than simply being common to body and soul. The strict di-
vision between the two chapters is not maintained,391 and we must ask
why. One obvious common factor is the cognition of time. At the start
of Chapter 1 the perception of time is said to be essential to memory,392

and in Chapter 2 we have a very difficult section393 on the cognition of
time, which obviously applies to memory as well. In fact, the connection
between memory and recollection goes much deeper, since the capacity
for memory is involved in recollection, which may, if successful, also
lead to active memory.

First, let us consider the distinction between the two. Active memory
preserves contents from the past, and recollection recovers them, starting
from the present and going back to the past along a series of representa-
tions.394 This distinction has a fundamental agreement as its background
namely that both recollection and memory are forms of cognition of the
second order, that is both relate to other cognitions that have already been
made.395 Recollection is a form of search, and from this fact follow other
characteristics that make it distinguishable from memory:396

1. Animals other than humans have memory, whereas only humans are
capable of recollection, since it is a form of calculation.

2. Humans may differ in how good their memory or their recollection is.
Each of these capacities is associated with different constitutions,
memory with slowness and recollection with quickness.

3. Memory and recollection differ in relation to time.

In particular, the second and third distinctions leave questions open,
about the relationship between body and these forms of cognition, and
between the latter and time. As a first step to understanding how these
distinctions are to be understood, let us look at the way recollection is
defined (RD):

fact, he discusses association, and not the system of places so favoured by Sorabji
(Ch. 2 Mnemonic Techniques).

391 Annas 1992 (1): 298.
392 See above p. 66.
393 452b7–22, 453a4–14, cf. Annas 1992 (1): 298 with n. 4. See above p. 66 on

the cognition of time.
394 For this distinction, cf. that between mediated and immediate remembering in

Scheler 1980: II 436, Buchheim 1997: 249.
395 Cf. Caston 1998: 258.
396 The distinction is mentioned briefly at the start of the treatise (Ch. 1 449b6–8),

and at greater length towards the end (Ch. 2 453a4–14).
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RD: If one recovers some piece of science or a perception or that the pos-
session of which we called memory, then this is the recollection of one of
the things mentioned.397

This final characterisation of recollection refers explicitly to memory.
What is recovered in recollection is that of which the possession
(6nir)398 is memory. This underlines the fact that recollection is not mere-
ly related to memory, it is dependent on memory. Both phenomena relate
to perception and conception, but this does not mean that what we rec-
ollect is already in one’s memory. In fact, the contrary is the case because
only things have to be sought by recollection which are not at that stage
in one’s actual or potential memory. There may seem to be a paradox
here: how does one recollect something that one cannot remember?
We will see that there really is a problem here, and the solution lies in
the fact that the capacity for memory can be realised in several ways. Ei-
ther we have some past perception actually in mind without searching for
it, or it is necessary to search for it. If the first is the case, then it is simple
memory and the capacity for it, and if the second is the case, then it is
recollection. The distinction between memory and the capacity for it
lies in the fact that there are perceptions I can think of without further
ado, although at the moment I am not thinking of them.

In both memory and recollection we are dealing with earlier cogni-
tions; the difference lies in the fact that in the case of simple memory
the cognition is ready to hand. For example, Socrates can say he remem-
bers Theaetetus without a search. And if this memory is not ready to
hand, then it must be recovered by recollection. This is the reason for
the striking parallelism of the Aristotelian formulation of the two phe-
nomena. The distinction lies in the different processes of saying that399

something is the case and concluding that something is the case. This is
quite evident if one compares the CF and the PD of memory with an ac-
count of what one does in recollection. Compare the following:

397 451b2–5. Bonitz s.v. refers to De an. I 4 408b17 for a definition of !m²lmgsir :
it starts from the soul and is directed towards changes or remains (loma¸) in the
sense organs. In recollection, we are looking for a representation arising from an
earlier perception (Hicks 1907: 275).

398 On 6nir here, see above p. 34.
399 Or in the case of non-human animals: perceiving that something is the case

(450a21).
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PD The person who is active with their memory says in the soul he or she
heard or perceived or thought something.400

The person who recollects concludes that he or she saw or heard or un-
derwent something.401

The distinction lies in the different processes of saying and conclud-
ing: possession or affection in the case of memory is analogous to recov-
ery in the case of recollection.

Memory and recollection are further connected by the fact that suc-
cessful recollection leads to memory: it is possible to remember by recol-
lecting.402 Active remembering, however, does not require recollection,
that is a previous process of recollection.403 Recollection is a different
process from memory, but it is a search that starts from the capacity
for memory and ends in actual memory:404 If one is able to remember
something via recollection then one has to presuppose a capacity for re-
membering the thing in question. What is a capacity for remembering?
Aristotle says it is a capacity for change, acquired through a perception.
To explain this, let us look again at our example:

(E) Socrates remembers at t2 that he saw Theaetetus at t1.

Memory is acquired after t1: after then, the capacity for memory is estab-
lished. But between t1 and t2 there does not have to be any actual mem-
ory for there to be recollection at t2 which realises the capacity acquired
after t1. Now one can understand why recollection is neither the acquis-
ition nor the recovery of memory.405

In one sense one recollects what one cannot remember, namely, that
which one cannot remember without a search. This dependence of recol-
lection on memory, however, means that memory had to be treated first.

400 449b24–25.
401 453a10–12, cf. 451b2–5 quoted above p. 94.
402 Sorabji p. 42 remarks that two processes are called recollection (!malilm-sje-

shai): the search, whether it is successful or not (453a12, 22) and the act at
the end of a search, or the search qua successful (451a6, b2–5, 452a7–8,
a28–9, 453a16–18, a20). This is not an ambiguity of the verb. There are simply
different aspects to the process, it may be considered as finished or not, and as
successful or not.

403 451a30-b6.
404 Cf. Ch. 1 449b4, Ch. 2 452a10–11.
405 Ch. 2 451b20–1.
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The explanation of recollection requires that we have already understood
the state it ends in, if successful.

Both memory and recollection are common to body and soul, hence
are subjects for the Parva Naturalia.406 One aspect of this status lies in the
role of change. We have already noticed the importance of change for Ar-
istotle’s theory of memory, something that is ensured by the central role
of representations.407 Now we have a further indication of his use of
change to explain distinctions, in this case that between memory and rec-
ollection. The distinction between the two is made possible by change be-
cause in the case of memory we are dealing simply with a change in the
form of a representation, taken as an image of a perception. Recollection
is more complicated: the changes, i. e. the representations may form a
link from what I am thinking now to the thing I am looking for. The ex-
planation of recollection has thus the task of describing the way in which
these chains of change are composed.408

Now we must take a look at the way in which recollection actually
occurs. We start from something that we now have in mind, and search
for something that is within easy distance of the things sought.409 There
is not meant to be any difference in cases which extend over a long pe-
riod of time and those which occur in short ones. At the outset, one has
to have enough of the thing in mind that one can look for it.410 The
search for the thing to be remembered is regulated by the way one rep-
resentation follows another. The central point is that one representation
follows another because they are changes. We are, as it were, moved by
representations411 Changes are set going when one looks, that is, tries to
remember. The act of recollection is, to start with, an attempt at mem-
ory. The nature of these changes is such that they follow one another
when one looks:412 in Aristotle’s own example,413 from milk to white
from white to mist from mist to moist and so to autumn. One represen-
tation succeeds another in one’s mind. One might say that we are talking

406 See above p. 24.
407 Above p. 46.
408 Esp. Ch 2 451b10–22, 452a17-b7.
409 451b18–19, “hence we look for thing which comes in succession to it starting

from the now”; !p¹ toO mOm, that is, from the present representation (Michael
26.11–12, Beare). Cf. Ch. 1 450a7–9, 452a2.

410 Michael 19.7–14, cf. Sorabji p. 96
411 Note the passive 451b17.
412 451b10–11.
413 452a13–16.
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about the moving causes of recollection.414 And indeed large part of the
explanation of recollection lies in determining how the changes follow
one another and how they may be successful or not.

The fact that these representations follow one another in one’s mind
does not mean that one will be successful in the activity they go to make
up. The way these changes follow one another is due to habit, if they
mostly415 follow a certain pattern, or by necessity if they always do.
Habit (5hor) arises if one is often moved by a guidance which is not in-
nate.416 Changes establish paths along which later changes will tend to
move. Aristotle gives us three ways in which the representations can be
connected in recollection: they can be opposed to another, contiguous
to one another or similar to one another.417 One should, I think, therefore
talk about the rules of habit, rather than the laws of association. The habit
belongs to someone; we have noted that part of modesty in memory is
that it belongs to someone;418 and the history of this someone is respon-
sible for the way in which representations follow one another in recollec-
tion. Primarily, we are dealing with the ways in which representations in
someone follow one another,419 rather than representations tout court, as
though your representations would follow one another in the same order
as mine do, although our biographies differ widely. Suppose Coriscus is
musical and possesses a lyre, and you want to recollect him. If you have
the pair of representations “lyre” and “Coriscus”, when you see Socrates
playing the lyre, you recollect Coriscus’ lyre and then Coriscus himself.420

This process of recollection will only work when the person who recol-
lects knows Coriscus as someone who plays the lyre.

Thus necessity cannot apply to all representations of a certain type, as
if the representation of a cat was always followed by that of a dog. For
such a series to be established one needs perception, and that of course

414 451b20: “Because of this, recollection occurs” (di± toOto c¸cmetai B !m²lmgsir).
415 451b13.
416 EE II 2 1220b1–3. On habit and memory, see Morel 2006b, and cf. also Morel

1997.
417 451b18–20.
418 Above p. 9.
419 Note the subject of the sentence 451b11–13: the person recollecting.
420 Michael 24.17–23. Michael suggests that the changes in the soul are like those

along a chain. This shows that he is thinking of the experience of one subject.
One may well ask if such recollection is intentional or not; on accidental recol-
lection see below p. 100.
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belongs to an individual. Habit can modify nature.421 This then results in
what has come to be known as a second nature.422 Such a nature is nat-
urally the nature of the individual.

Aristotle distinguishes between habitual recollection, in which the
representations follow one another for the most part, and a necessary se-
quence. How is this necessity to be understood? The following change is
only necessary, that is to say it is not able to be otherwise,423 if the pre-
vious one occurs. So the necessity here is hypothetical.424 This kind of ser-
ies is always so, and not merely mostly, as in the case of habit. But if such
series are relative to persons, then how can they be established, if not by
habit?425 Possibly, because not all the fixed forms of behaviour under cer-
tain circumstances are entirely fixed by habit, as Aristotle allows for forms
of innate capacity for certain activities.426 However, it is hard to find ex-
amples for this kind of necessary sequence, and easy to imagine ways in
which any sequence might be disrupted.

The representations have relations to one another because they are
representations of things, and as the things relate to one another, so do
the representations.427 This would seem to go against the reading present-
ed here. It is my claim that it is not the things taken in themselves that are
decisive for the succession of representations rather it is our perception of
them. This does not necessarily mean that a certain chain of representa-
tions which arose from the original perception is necessary to retrace one’s
steps to something one wishes to remember. Many roads may lead to the
object of recollection.

The rules of habit428 formulated after Plato429 describe the way in
which the representations follow upon another, both those that always

421 Sorabji p. 93–4, ad loc.
422 See 452a30; for a subtle discussion of this passage see Morel 1997, also more

generally McDowell 1994: 84–6, 87–9. I owe the latter references to Thomas
Buchheim.

423 451b12; at 451b28–29 necessity is left out. The account of necessity is from
Met. VI 2 1026b28.

424 Phys. II 9, cf. also De somn. 2 455b26–28.
425 Sorabji (p. 94) thinks that the necessity has to be without reference to the expe-

riencing subject, and finds no examples of it.
426 For example, eqvu¸a in relation to truth or the good: Top. VIII 14 163b13–16

and EN III 7 1114b5–12.
427 452a1–2.
428 451b19–20 !v( blo¸ou C 1mamt¸ou C toO s¼meccur.
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do so and those that only do so mostly: they are like one another, close to
one another or opposite to one another. These rules have of course some
descendents with very important functions in some systems, e. g. being
made responsible for the orderliness of nature by Hume.430 But in Aris-
totle, they, like the capacity they serve, are modest. They may be taken
either normatively or descriptively. They prescribe the way things are as-
sociated with one another, insofar as the one person has perceived them.
Or else they in fact describe the way representations are reproduced, ei-
ther always or sometimes, by a certain subject.431 In the latter case
there need be no predictability; and no claim as to why exactly the rep-
resentations follow one another as they do.

The capacity on which recollection is founded is that to have some-
thing in one’s memory.432 Recollection proceeds by changes and ends in
memory. Hence the capacity for the latter is capacity for change. But is
the capacity to remember the same as the capacity to recollect? Remem-
bering needs no mediation via a chain of changes. It seems that there are
simply two routes to memory: indirect, along a path of representations,
or direct, “because one originally had the perception”.433

Changes arise from a principle and so, if one wishes to attain one’s
objective efficiently, one should pick the right principle.434 As we shall
see there are in fact many ways in which we can follow this recommen-
dation. It is obviously simplest in those cases where the things to be rec-
ollected are ordered themselves, as in the case of mathematical sciences.435

429 Plato in the Phaedo (73C-74A) describes things which one recollects as being like
or unlike the things that remind one of them. Primarily, of course, Plato is think-
ing of ideas and their instances (74C), or pictures and their originals (73E9).

430 See Treatise I i iv.
431 For criticism of association as a principle of recollection, see Morton 1994:

434–7.
432 452a10: having a memory (t¹ lelm/shai, to be taken as the capacity to remem-

ber something actually (G.Ross, Sorabji, Beare, and Ross’ pr�cis), in contrast to
re-learning (l. a5–7). Bloch (2007: 88–95) denies that lelm/shai is the capacity
to remember. This seems hard to reconcile with Aristotle’s description of it as
being the presence of a moving capacity (452a10–11).

433 451b1–2.
434 451b30–452a2. One might translate !qw¶ “beginning” but as every change starts

from its beginning, there is not much gain to be had from starting at the begin-
ning. So we have a normative recommendation here. Cf. Ross’ pr�cis: ‘Therefore
the quickest and best way is to start from the beginning since the movements will
follow each other in the same order as the original events.’ For the principle of
change, see 451b30–31.

435 452a3.
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The point about this form of organisation, through habitual associa-
tion, is that it can produce the illusion that people are using a place sys-
tem436 (t|poi437) to move among the images. Presumably the point is that
natural memory is so good that people think wrongly it can only be ach-
ieved by techniques.438 You can move quickly from milk to white from
white to mist from mist to moist and so to autumn, to give Aristotle’s
own example.439 Obviously, this is an associative chain and the point is
that if mnemonics were really to play an important role, this would di-
minish the importance of the rules of habit.440 Yet there is no sign what-
ever that Aristotle wished to do this. What one did in order to use mne-
monics was to remember a series of places (cf. t|poi) and to allocate the
things to be remembered to each of these places. Then all he had to do to
recollect the things he had committed to memory is to go along the places
and so be able to reproduce them.441 If you are doing this, you are not
remembering by using either acquired habits or necessary chains of asso-
ciation.

Recollection is defined as a search, and so it would seem that we can
only recollect intentionally.442 But then how do we explain the following?
I wish to remember Cebes’ face. I try to recollect but fail. Some time later,
while I still have the wish to remember what Cebes looks like, but am not
currently trying to do it, I see Simmias, and because I have seen the two

436 452a12–13: “Hence people appear to remember using mnemonics.” Aristotle
mentions mnemonics only in three other places: Top. VIII 14 163b29, De in-
somn. 1 458b21, De an. III 3 427b19. According to Diogenes Laertius (V 26)
he wrote a book lmglomijºm, 1 Book. This expression is used for the system of
places in De an. III 3 427b19, Top. VIII 14 163b29; it could, however, just
mean lm¶lg (LSJ s.v.) (e. g. Xenophon Oikonomika 9.11). So this book could
be De mem.

437 Primavesi (1998: col. 1264) points out that Aristotle’s own concept of a tºpor
(cf. Top. VIII 1 155b4–5) was meant to replace that which referred merely to
a mnemonic framework. Hence, one may conclude, the use of tºpor here for
mnemonics is not in propria persona. On Aristotle’s concept of a tºpor, see
Rapp 2002: II 270–300.

438 Contrast Sorabji p. 44: Aristotle is quite aware that “images” are not naturally
such as to follow one another, and that they can be influenced by techniques.

439 452a13–16.
440 See above p. 98 on these, and below on the regulated search in recollection

p. 102.
441 Primavesi 1998: col. 1263; see also Blum 1969, Yates 1966, M�ller 1996. Im-

portant texts include: Rhetorica ad Herennium III 16–24, Cicero De Oratore
II 353–60, Quintilian Inst. Or. XI 2.17–26.

442 451b22, cf. 452b2–6.
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together so often, I immediately recall Cebes’ features. Is that not a pos-
sible case of recollection? It seems to me that it is and that we can fit it
into Aristotle’s theory by calling it accidental recollecting. It is like the case
of finding a treasure accidentally and, as in other cases of chance accord-
ing to Aristotle, an aim is reached, which one has or perhaps even merely
could have.443 The intention is there, but is not responsible for the action
that, as a matter of fact, fulfils it.

Another distinction needs to be mentioned at this stage, that between
recollection and relearning. “Relearning” means in this context that one
learns something completely anew, without any recourse to having learnt
the thing in question previously. What then distinguishes recollection
from relearning is the presence of the principle of change in the subject
of recollection.444 Here again we see the value of the concept of change.
Another moving cause, outside the learner is necessary for relearning, a
principle of change. For learning is a change in Aristotle’s world on an
equal footing to other forms of change.445 Two possibilities of relearning
are envisaged, depending on what the moving cause behind the change is,
either learning from someone else or else learning something by discov-
ery.446 The point is that if there is not some bridging presence of a mov-
ing cause between the time of original learning and the time of recall,
then there is no possibility of recollection, and in fact no presence of
memory. That is, there is no capacity for this particular memory. The dis-
tinction between relearning and recollection is discussed in the context of
the analysis of recollection using change for the simple reason that here at
least it is apparent that there must be something in the living thing to
cause the recollection to happen.447

443 Met. V 30 1025a14–19, Phys. II 5 196b33–197a7. Animals and children can-
not on this interpretation accidentally recollect, since accidental recollection is
parasitic on intentional recollection (cf. Phys. II 6 197b6–12).

444 451b8–10, 452a4–7, 10–12.
445 See e. g. Met. IX 8 1049b29–1050a2, Scott 1995:131–2.
446 Wiesner 1998: 130; cf. also 452a4–12, Sorabji p. 93. Beare’s suggestion that

“discovery” here means “excogitate” is unhappy, for it is too close to recollection
itself, as a form of calculation (see 453a10). But perhaps “excogitate” implies the
kind of thought one uses when confronted with the relevant phenomena and
facts: there has to be an external moving cause for it to count as discovery, rather
than recollection.

447 For the necessity of persistent causes of memory and hence of recollection, see
Introduction p. 8–9. This, rather than the contrast with the Meno (Socrates
sets the slave’s recollection going with leading questions 82B, 82E, 84D,
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To sum up the view of recollection that we have been considering:
one has to move along a chain of changes starting from a principle in
order to find what one is looking for. The way the changes are organised
depends on the nature, or second nature of the person recollecting. This
nature determines which representations lead to one another linked by
the relations of similarity, proximity and contrariety. Recollecting involves
rummaging among the representations.

In a famous passage,448 Aristotle suggests how such searches may be
conducted most economically and successfully. The way this explanation
works depends on the rules we have met, and above all on the idea that
one representation can lead to or produce (actualise) another. Aristotle
uses a row of eight letters (ABCDEFGH) to stand for a series of represen-
tations, associated by the rules we have met.449 The problem is how to
move450 among the representations in the best way, so that you find
the one you are looking for most easily. So the problem is how to best
recollect. The representations are changes in the recollecting person. Sev-
eral searches are envisaged,451 so the procedure is one one can repeat. Ar-
istotle suggests that one should use the middle as a principle for the
search; the eight letters have no absolute middle, and since there are sev-
eral searches, he must mean the middle of sections of the series, say sec-
tions of three letters: of FGH, begin with G, that is, insofar as you do not
immediately remember at H. The point about a middle letter is obviously
that one can move in two directions, e. g. from H to Z or H. If you then
do not succeed, you repeat the process beginning at C to see if B or D is
the thing looked for.

The crucial thing about this view of recollection is the way that
changes in the recollecting person represent things, and so present a
chain of representations along which one can move to find the thing
being looked for. When one does so, one then remembers. As we have

85D), is, I think, the philosophical point of these remarks (contrast Sorabji
p. 37–40).

448 452a17-b7. For a detailed treatment see King 2004: 124–129. I follow Sorabji
both in his reconstruction of the meaning of “middle”, and in his text, but not in
his enthusiasm for mnemonics. Mnemonics are, in my opinion, not readily com-
patible with a theory of recollection based on the rules of habit (above p. 98).

449 Above p. 99. Compare 452a26–30 with 1–17: the same connections are being
talked about in both places.

450 or be moved: passive forms of the verb jime?shai occur in lines 452a21, a6, a11–
12, 25, 27 (bis), 452b3; and twice in the active in line a9.

451 452a22–24.
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seen recollection is directed at the same objects as memory, merely
through a process akin to ratiocination, not a direct saying or perceiving
that something is the case.

2.3 Interim conclusion: Aristotle on the six problems about
memory

Let us conclude this chapter on Aristotle by summing up what he has to
say about the six problems about memory set out in the Introduction:

(P1) The derivation problem. The starting point of Aristotle’s enquiry is
the Canonical Formula (CF): memory is attributed to someone when he
says in the soul he has perceived or thought something earlier. Thus
memory is derived from thought and perception. Nonetheless it has a
class of objects peculiar to itself, namely past perceptions.

(P2) The present-past problem. The CF points to the connection be-
tween memory and time: memory relates to the past perception and
thoughts in the life of the person remembering it. The CF enables Aris-
totle to move on to his own view of what happens in perception, and
what results from it, namely the representations. In the act of remember-
ing, which consists in saying or perceiving that something is the case, this
representation has to be brought together with another representation,
namely of the period between the time of the act of remembering (t2)
and the time of the perception (t1). That is to say two representations,
one of content and one of time, have to be brought together in the act
of remembering. The first representation can be similar to the perception
for the person who has it. Then it can be used to refer back to the per-
ception, by being taken as an image of the perception. Thus the represen-
tation can serve to refer back to the perception not because of any inher-
ent property, for example vividness, that it has but because it fulfils a
function. Thus the Final Definition (FD) of memory, the possession
of a representation as an image of that which it is a representation, encap-
sulates the use of a representation to represent the past.

(P3) The memory-representation problem. The reference of the represen-
tation back to the original perception is of course a reference which con-
nects the present with the past. Hence there is a close connection with the
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present past problem (P2). For the reference to the past is possible, not by
making the past present, but by taking the present representation to be an
image of the past. That is what the FD says. When one does this one can
be deceived or not, be right with what one says or perceives when one
actually remembers or not. The distinction between representations in
general and representations in acts of memory must be made by means
of the intention guiding the action to which they contribute. The same
content can occur in either. Thus whether one is remembering or not,
is a question of what one is doing, and not of the content of what one
then says. A representation can occur and not be taken as anything,
but it can also fulfil a function. Thus distinguishing a representation
which occurs merely as such, and one that occurs as part of the act of
memory, that is with a reference to the past, is to be done on the basis
of our awareness of what we are doing, and not because of any quality
(such as vividness) of the representations.

(P4) The memory-recollection problem. Recollection can, if successful,
end in memory, and is hence a way of using the capacity for memory.
This explains why the enquiry into recollection (ch. 2) follows that
into memory (ch. 1). But the nature of recollection is also illuminating
for memory in that acts of remembering can happen in two ways, either
preceded by recollection or not. The capacity for memory is the presence
of a capacity for change, either to move from the present contents of one’s
mind to others, and so to arrive by recollection at the thing one wishes to
remember, or else simply to remember at will. Recollection and memory
are directed at the same objects, namely perception or conceptions after
time has gone by. In both cases, representations are being used to fulfil
functions, either of search or else to be taken as present images of the
past. Representations are changes, and so can produce further representa-
tions. The way they are linked together in the process of recollection is
regulated by the character of the person in question, according to the
rules of association. For habit, which forms character, is a way of regulat-
ing changes. For example, representations, which play a central role in
recollection, are ordered by the habits of the person they belong to.
Habit establishes series among representations, in such a way that a sec-
ond nature comes about. Once it is established, it is hard to change. This
conception of habit plays an important role in the Ethics.

(P5) The self-memory problem. Memory is bound to the perceptions of
the animal that remembers. This assumes that there is continuity between
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the original perception (at t1) and the activity of remembering (at t2).
Thus continuity of the concrete living thing forms part of the explanation
of memory. Living things are preserved by metabolic activity, and this
must also ensure that the living thing preserves a quality suitable for re-
taining representations from perception. If this does not happen, as in the
old and young, memory cannot occur.

(P6) The universal-memory problem. Aristotle’s view that memory of
thoughts is only accidental is well suited to explain what otherwise
would be a serious ambiguity in the concept of memory, namely that
some memories require mention of perception and others do not. Primar-
ily, we are dealing with autobiographical memory. Its objects, past percep-
tions, can then determine the activity of remembering, that is, what one
does when one actually remembers, and so the capacity to perform this
activity. However, thoughts can also be objects of memory, albeit only ac-
cidentally, for the following reason. Because they must be presented to the
mind in a representation, thoughts, above all, universals, can only be re-
membered indirectly, on account of their bearers. An example would be
the memory of learning something. The theorem learnt is then only ac-
cidentally the object of memory. Rehearsing the theorem is exercising the
capacity to think it, and not the capacity to remember.
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3 Plotinus

3.1 Against impressions: memory as an active capacity

3.1.1 The context of Plotinus’ theory of memory

Plotinus treats memory in two texts, IV 6 and IV 3 25 – IV 4 5. Memory
is an activity of the soul in his theory; and because Plotinus’ concept of
soul is sophisticated, we will begin with a brief sketch of some aspects of
this concept to provide the necessary background before we begin inter-
preting these texts in detail.452

Plotinus’ system comprises three hierarchically ordered levels of being,
which are called the hypostases : the one, also called the good, intellect
(moOr) and soul.453 Plotinus’ thought is thus fundamentally concerned
with what there is. Each level of being depends on the one that precedes
it. Soul is derived from intellect insofar as it is among the things that in-
tellect thinks.454 It cannot undergo alteration; in the jargon, it is impas-
sible.455 The fact that the soul is impassible, and possesses active capacities
is, as we shall see, central to the theory of memory. As an idea, the soul is
on the one hand bound to thought, but on the other hand it can turn
away from the intellect and, in the guise of the world-soul, perform
the continuous, ongoing process of creating the world.456 The world
soul generates all bodies in the world, both organic and non-organic.
The continuous creation of the world is a precondition for the embodi-
ment of individual human souls, when they turn towards the sensible
world. In so doing, they are no longer exclusively contemplating ideas,
and have imagination, and when they acquire a body they use their fac-
ulty of perception to perceive actually. Thus the task of mediating be-
tween the perceptible world and the intellect is performed, in different

452 For general accounts of Plotinus, see Wallis 1972: Ch. 4, O’Meara 1993, Gerson
1994. For his conception of soul, see Blumenthal 1971, Deuse 1983, Alt 1993
112–120, 219–245. Emilsson 1991, Clark 1996.

453 Cf. the title of V 1: On the three principal hypostases, and further, cf. V 2 l 26, V
3 16 36. For the history of the term hypostasis see Dçrrie 1955.

454 IV 3 1–8.
455 III 6, with Fleet’s commentary (1996).
456 IV 3 4 21–30, IV 8 2, 4 4–9.



ways, by both individual human soul and world soul.457 This double
function in the human soul is of crucial importance for the theory of
memory, in which the objects of both forms of cognition can be remem-
bered. When the individual human souls turn away from intellect this
can lead to embodiment, or else may stop short of a full descent into
the material world, and remain in the heavens. Even when the human
soul is embodied, it retains its position in intellect, as does the world
soul. In both forms of existence, embodied and disembodied, the
human soul has the potential for memory.

Each human soul, as such, is individual458 and governs the body of
the individual human. Primarily, a human is the intelligible soul, and sec-
ondarily there are phases which depend, for their being, on the intelligible
man, namely opinion and perception.459 Furthermore, each human has
two souls, which are united in life and parted at death.460 One is respon-
sible for the practical life led, and the other is the intellectual soul. The
higher, i. e. the intellectual soul only enters the body when it has been
formed by the vegetative part of the world soul. The practical soul also
has intellectual aspects, and, conversely, the intellectual soul has practical,
sensible aspects, when leaving embodied life. This should not be confused
with the concept of the soul with its two functions as sketched above, as
these two distinctions differ, although both occur in the theory of mem-
ory. For the theoretically inclined soul takes perceptual memories with it
when leaving the lower, practical soul, which in turn retains some degree
of intellectual endowment. We shall discuss at length the chapters in

457 The most important Platonic text here is Timaeus 35A (see IV 2 2 40, 49–55; cf.
also Parmenides 155E5, 144E5: V 1 8 23–27, IV 8 3 10 ff ): according to Plo-
tinus the soul is indivisible in the intellect but divided, i. e. among individuals, in
the sensible world, without thereby losing its unity (IV 3 19 27–35, IV 1 7–10,
14–17, IV 2, I 1 8 10–15.). The unity of soul, and the relation between indi-
vidual soul and the world/soul is discussed in IV 3 1–8, IV 9, VI 4–5 (cf. Deuse
1983: 118).

458 IV 3 5, VI 4 4 23–4; V 7 argues for forms of individuals. Armstrong 1977 tries
to show that this is consistent with the view in V 9 12. See also Rist 1963, 1970,
Blumenthal 1966; Wilberding (2006: 45–48), with n. 323 is decidedly contra.
The soul is individual through its activity (Deuse 1983: 121–122): VI 4 16 28–
35; IV 8 3 13, VI 2 22 25–32; IV 9 5 7–26. Cf. below p. 204.

459 VI 7 6.
460 II 1 5, IV 3 27 1–3 (see below p. 157), IV 4 32 4–13; IV 4 37 11–15, IV 4 43

9–11, VI 4 14 17–31. See Alt 1993: 89–120 for this dualism in the soul in
middle Platonism and Plotinus.
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which these distinctions are made.461 Any talk of splitting an entity which
has memory such that two memories come about is of the greatest inter-
est for the theorist of memory.462 For there is, as we have seen, a group of
crucial questions concerning the relation between memory and the self,
which form the basis of the self-memory problem.463

This distinction between the higher and the lower soul leads us to the
question of what “we” are, and Plotinus’ answer is clear: the rational
soul.464 Furthermore, he puts the question in just these terms: “we” are
not the concrete living thing; the living body belongs to us, and is not
to be identified with us.465 But then again, if we are our soul and our
soul can perform different functions, above all it can think and it can per-
ceive, and it wants to do each of these, the question arises as which of
these two activities presents my true self. It clearly does not come from
the cosmos.466 Obviously, in line with the Platonic tradition generally,
Plotinus sees the true work of the soul in thought, but his version is pe-
culiar in that the soul returns to its proper place in intellect by think-
ing.467

Let us now turn to a more specific precondition for memory, namely
perception. Perception is crucial since Plotinus thinks that memory of
perceptions and things learnt is one of the two kinds of memory; here
he is following both Aristotle and of course Plato in the Philebus.468

We need to give an account of Plotinus’ views of perception. Fortu-
nately, we can use the excellent monograph on the subject by Emilsson.
His results can be briefly summarised as follows. Perceptions are judge-
ments, that is, something that the soul does, and does not undergo.
These judgements are intelligible representations.469 Sensation, the affec-

461 IV 3 27–31.
462 See e. g. Parfit 1981: Part Three, esp. p. 221, Shoemaker 1963, Wiggins 2001:

Ch. 7 esp. 205–225.
463 Introduction p. 1–2. For a general discussion of memory and Plotinus’ theory of

the soul, see Brisson 2006.
464 I 1 7 16–24. On Plotinus on the self, see O’Daly 1973.
465 I 1 10 3–10.
466 II 3 9.
467 On the question whether souls choose to stop thinking, and so perceive, see

O’Brien 1977, and below p. 160.
468 Introduction p. 18.
469 Clark (1942: 297–8) translates vamtas¸a by “representation” with reference to

the Sophist but also to the Stoics, for whom not all representations are sensible,
some are rational as e. g. the representation of incorporeals. ‘In fact a proposition
may be called a representation’ (citing SVF II 61, 65 25). Emilsson also translates
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tion of the body in sense perception, is itself not epistemic. Sense organs
act as intermediates between the sensible and the intelligible, via the soul’s
power: the sense organ is assimilated to the sensible object. This assimi-
lation is the affection of the body.470 The immaterial, for example the
soul, cannot be affected for it then ceases to exist.471

Sense-perception is merely a lower form of intellection: it is obscure
thought, and not a new capacity that the soul acquires.472 In intellect the
soul intellectually perceives the ideas, and because of this the embodied
human soul has their concepts (k|coi) in the form of images (1m
lil^sei).473 In the case of beauty, we use the idea just as we use a ruler
to judge straightness.474 Ideas function as standards of judgement.475 Be-
cause of the soul’s essential relation to intellect, when it uses the body it
forms judgements using the notions of sensible things in the guise of im-
ages. In perception we entertain these notions and this depends on our
prior possession of ideas.476 For example, we perceive the harmony in sen-
sibles by fitting it with the intelligible harmony.477

Cognition is never merely being affected from outside, the percipient
must do something and this act comes from the percipient himself. This
is just like the case of discursive reason478 which is concerned with draw-
ing conclusions, unfolding and manipulating ideas, where perception
makes immediate judgements about present affections. Perception judges
with moOr.479

both t¼por and also vamtas¸a by “representation” (1988. 108–9): ‘The most im-
portant function of phantasia is to be the “locus” of these unextended entities
that are involved in memory and reasoning, and it is clear that these entities
are in some sense representations of things.’ Sheppard (1991: esp. 168) argues
against understanding vamtas¸a in Plotinus as representation largely because
“not only are phantasmata remembered aisthÞmata [IV 3 29 22–23] but the
higher phantasia receives thought ’as if in a mirror’” (IV 3 30 10). On this second
passage, see below p. 179. She admits that vamtas¸a in the case of thought cannot
be images in the usual sense. The first argument simply assumes that what re-
mains from perception can only be an image.

470 IV 4 23 29–32. Emilsson 1988 devotes his Ch. IV to IV 4 23.
471 III 6 2 49–54.
472 VI 7 5 22–3, VI 7 6 1–11, VI 7 7 28–31.
473 Cf. III 6 18 24–9.
474 I 6 3 1–5.
475 V 3 3 8. See below p. 164.
476 See I 1 7 14–18.
477 VI 7 6 7–11, Emilsson 1988: 134.
478 See V 3 2–4, and Blumenthal 1971: Ch. 8.
479 IV 9 3 26–27.
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As we have seen, the soul itself is not affected in perception, only the
body is. The affection of the sense organ becomes a form in the soul. Plo-
tinus has a variety of expressions for describing the product of the soul’s
activity, including t}por and t}pysir480 – in other words he accepts t}poi
which are not affections and are incorporeal. The decisive point is that for
Plotinus these terms no longer indicate things which the soul undergoes,
but rather what the soul does. Since representations are a form of mental
language, perception is the realisation that something sensible is there or
is the case: the objects of sense perception are sensibles mediated by sen-
sory affections. Affections explain how we perceive things in space: sense
organs assume forms of things but without their matter.481 Plotinus re-
jects the analogy with sealing with a signet ring, but he does not avoid
using its terminology. In effect, his usage is more metaphorical, and closer
to our everyday use of terms such as “impression”. Insofar as memory is
related to perception and what happens in perception, the description of
perception using incorporeal impressions is a necessary precondition to
understanding his theory of memory.

A central topic in Plotinus’ treatment of memory is, as with Aristotle,
the role of vamtas_a.482 Unlike Aristotle, he thinks that vamtas_a can be

480 Stoic terms for vamtas¸ai SVF 2 56 (Sextus, Adv. Math. VII 227): Zeno t¼pysir,
which Chrysippus rejects in favour of 2teqo¸ysir. Plotinus shows no sign of being
aware that Chrysippus rejected this terminology (Emilsson 1988: 131–2, with
nn. 7, 8 p. 171). Plotinus is quite happy using the language of impressions as
long as there is no implication of material change, pace Aristotle and the Stoics
(Fleet 1996: 98–9 on III 6 1 8).

481 See Emilsson 1988: ch. 4 above all on IV 4 23.
482 The longest treatment of vamtas¸a occurs in the texts on memory; there is no

separate treatment of the concept. Other important texts are: I 8 15 18–19:
‘Representation is brought about by the irrational part (sc. of the soul) being
struck from outside. But (the soul) receives the blow on account of its divisible
nature.’ This clearly echoes the Aristotelian view (cf. Watson 1988: 100), see
above p. 46; so too VI 8 3 10–12: ‘But as for ourselves, we call imagination
strictly speaking, what is awakened from the passive impression of the body.’
The role of vamtas¸a in thought stretches these formulae to their limits; the con-
ceptual aspect of vamtas¸a is there most important, which also plays a role in per-
ceptual judgements, i. e. opinions: ‘vamtas¸a in the primary sense, which we call
opinion’ (III 6 4 19–21; see Blumenthal 1971: 92–3). On thought and vamta-
s¸a see below p. 179. On Plotinus on vamtas¸a see Clark 1942, Warren 1966,
Dillon 1986, Sheppard 1991, Watson 1988: 99–103, Blumenthal 1971:
Ch. 7. Others important functions for vamtas¸a involve desire and action; see
esp. IV 4 17 and 20, Clark 1942: 300–1. The interesting thing is that only
in connection with desire is there any treatment of the connection between phys-
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actually used without the body, but like Aristotle he thinks that it in some
way derives from active perception. A perceptual judgement leaves a
t¼por in the soul, an incorporeal, intelligible representation, of what is
perceived. These representations are objects of vamtas¸a. Thus represen-
tation is perception that has been internalised by the soul.483

3.1.2 Explaining memory using the concept of the soul

After this introduction to the wider context of the treatment of memory,
especially perception, let us turn to the question of memory itself. The
form of the argument of IV 6 as a whole is :

Perception is not an impression in the soul.
So memory cannot be the preservation of an impression in the soul.484

This argument provides the structure of the whole treatise. Chapters 1
and 2 are devoted to proving the thesis about perception, and chapter
3 presents the consequences of the argument for the nature of memory.
This argument about the nature of memory is based on a thesis about the
nature of the soul, which Plotinus describes as the expression of ideas and
perception. This thesis allows Plotinus to say that the soul has objects
without having them as impressions or having been affected by them.

Of the objections that Plotinus makes to t}poi in the sense of mate-
rial impressions, the most important for the theory of memory is the fol-
lowing: if we did grasp t}poi of the things we perceive, then perception
would not be of the things themselves but merely of pictures and traces.
So Plotinus wishes to avoid the problem that if there were impressions in
perception, we would then perceive something merely in the mind, and
not the things themselves (whatever these may be). If the things were in
the soul, then the soul would not have to look out.485 The objects of per-
ception would be in the soul, so that the soul would not have to go out

iology and vamtas¸a. Since body plays no role in memory, there is nothing to be
said here on that score; for Aristotle’s view, see p. 75.

483 Emilsson 1988: 110 citing III 6 1 7–11, IV 3 26 and 29; n. 49 p. 167: I 1 7 12–
13, IV 4 23 32.

484 IV 6 1 1–8.
485 IV 6 1 21–23. He also asks how one could tell the distance from the perceiver if

the thing were in the soul, a question which reminds one of the argument in De
mem. against the theory that we stretch our sight out to its objects (above p. 67);
cf. also Plotinus’ On why distant objects appear small II 8.
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beyond itself in the process of perception. But in perceiving the soul does
relate to things outside itself. This point is relevant to Plotinus’ treatment
of memory insofar as one central problem concerns the way someone
who remembers now may have something in his memory which hap-
pened before now and which is correspondingly no longer present. Be-
cause this question concerns the temporal relation essential to memory,
it forms one of the six conceptual problems with memory sketched in
the Introduction, namely the present-past problem.486 Recall our example:

Example (E) Socrates remembers (at t2) that he saw Theaetetus two days
ago (at t1).

At t2 the perception of Theaetetus at t1 is no longer present, and the
question is how one can then remember it at t2. The fact that a temporal
gap is essential to our concept of memory becomes clear if one tries to
imagine what it would be like to have a memory where act of memory
and thing remembered are simultaneous. Such an argument might take
as a model Plotinus’ argument that perception takes place at the place
where the perceptible is.487 One might want to develop a theory of mem-
ory along these lines: an act of memory takes place when the thing re-
membered occurs. But such an answer is neither available in the case
of memory (our memory of seeing something yesterday is not yesterday),
nor does Plotinus use it. So the problem remains how a present memory
is of the past.488

Part of Plotinus’ answer to this problem lies in the way he conceives
the preservation of perception. Plotinus does not call into question the
basic connection between perception and memory; and that is not the
way he argues against the impression theory of memory. So how is this
connection preserved in the part of his theory concerned with memory
of perception and learning? In Chapter 2, Plotinus describes seeing,
which he characteristically chooses as an example of perception.489 The
main point that he makes is that perception is a capacity and an activity
directed at an object.490 As we have seen, he thinks perception consists in

486 See Introduction p. 1–2, and Aristotle’s solution p. 78.
487 IV 6 3 1 14–19.
488 Plotinus is not sceptical about the existence of the past or about the fundamental

possibility of being right about the past.
489 IV 6 1 11–14, and the Platonic precedent Phaedrus 250D2.
490 IV 6 2 2–3, cf. III 6 1 1–7.
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the soul being active, namely saying something,491 and because of the way
in which he understands material impressions they make no contribution
to such a capacity and its correlated activity. This is also the central point
of the discussion of memory. Memory is an active capacity, and so does
not involve impressions. Instead, the capacity for memory is developed by
a perception in such a way that in actual remembering the past perception
is present. Thus the nature of memory as an active capacity is the way in
which Plotinus tries to solve the present-past problem. The way this
works will only become clear when we consider the role of vamtas_a in
his explanation of memory. This role emerges in the chapter we are
now considering, but is only treated at length in IV 3 29 and 30.492

Let us now turn to the treatment of memory proper. As we have seen,
he begins by arguing against perception being a question of material im-
pressions; in the third and last chapter he turns to what he takes to be a
consequence of this, namely that memory cannot be the preservation of
these impressions. The argument of the first text I wish to discuss in de-
tail, the start of the treatment of memory in chapter 3, is concerned with
the relation of the soul to the two kinds of object of memory that Ploti-
nus distinguishes:

But now that we have said this about sense perception we must next speak
about memory; first we must say that it is not astonishing, or rather it is as-
tonishing, but we should not disbelieve that the soul has a power of this
kind, if it receives nothing itself and contrives an apprehension of what it
does not have. For it is the expression (kºcor) of all things, and the nature
of soul is the last and lowest expression (kºcoi) of the intelligibles and the
beings in the intelligible world, but first in the whole world perceived by
the senses. Therefore it is certainly in relation with both.493

Plotinus is giving reasons here for his view of memory which go beyond
the rejection of impressions. Here we have a thesis494 about the nature of

491 E.g. IV 6 2 1 and see above p. 109.
492 See below p. 170.
493 IV 6 3 1–8 (AHA trans. , modified) MOm d³ to¼tym eQqgl´mym peq· lm¶lgr 1ve-

n/r kejt´om eQpoOsi pqºteqom, ¢r oq haulastºm, l÷kkom d³ haulast¹m l´m, !pi-
ste?m d³ oq de? t0 toia¼t, dum²lei t/r xuw/r, eQ lgd³m kaboOsa eQr artμm !mt¸kg-
xim ¨m oqj 5swe poie?tai. Kºcor c²q 1sti p²mtym, ja· kºcor 5swator l³m t_m mog-
t_m ja· t_m 1m t` mogt` B xuw/r v¼sir, pq_tor d³ t_m 1m t` aQshgt` pamt¸. Di¹
dμ ja· pq¹r %lvy 5wei…

494 This is given also as one of the reasons for studying the soul in IV 3 1 6–8. Plo-
tinus does offer an account of the oqs¸a of the soul in IV 2 and IV 1, derived
from Plotinus’ reading of Plato (Timaeus 35A); this account is connected, in
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the soul from which its capacity to remember is derived. He is trying to
explain how it is possible for the soul to remember things which it “does
not have”. He does this by establishing a relation between the soul and
two classes of being, so providing for its capacity to remember these
things. This relation is rooted in what the soul is. Here we see the fun-
damental dependence of memory on the soul, its modesty, as it was called
in the Introduction.495 The other aspect of the modesty of memory, its
derivation from perception, is to be seen in the treatment in dependence
on a thesis about perception.

What does Plotinus say here about the nature of the soul? It is the
k|cor of everything.496 This is in itself not a perspicuous statement as
k|cor is simply too ambiguous. But one meaning that the word has in
Plotinus is ’expression’. Just as the words we speak are an expression of
the thoughts we have, a k|cor is an expression.497 On this reading, the
soul is an expression of the intelligibles and of the perceptibles. That
can be taken to mean that it possesses cognition of both. The soul has
two capacities, to think and to perceive. Each of these two capacities
must be taken separately. To say that the soul expresses the ideas that
are present in intellect is to say that the soul is directed towards ideas. Say-
ing what the soul is has to mention its relation to ideas. In other words,
they are already in it, as innate ideas, and so do not have to be acquired,
for there to be memory of them. This is why he says that the soul has
memory of things which it does not have, i. e. it has not ‘acquired’
them in experience or learning.498 This theory of memory is based on a
concept of soul that is active both in perception and thought. In it, mem-
ory has both sensible and intelligible objects, that is, perceptions and in-
nate ideas which do not have to be acquired by the soul since they are
inherent in it. Hence the theory has to go beyond one based on impres-
sions, insofar as these come from outside the soul.

some complicated ways, with the thesis offered here. The thesis here is not a def-
inition, but a general thesis, possibly derived in turn from the essence of soul.

495 See above p. 9, 20.
496 Cf. De an. III 8 esp. 431b21–29.
497 It cannot mean “concept”, at least if one wishes to maintain the same sense for

both intelligibles and sensibles : one might try to defend the view that soul is the
concept of, because constitutive of the sensible world; but it is clearly not the
concept of the intelligibles.

498 IV 3 25 25, below p. 144; Plotinus nonetheless speaks of acquired knowledge (IV
3 25 11, below p. 143).
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Since the soul is immaterial, the representations of that which it ex-
presses, ideas and perceptibles, are not material either, even when the soul
is equipped with a body. The fundamental reason that Plotinus is op-
posed to all forms of material impression is that his theory comprises
the requirements of expression and an immaterial soul. The soul cannot
have material impressions because it is not material; and impressions can-
not explain the soul’s expression of its objects. He thinks his opponents,
Peripatetics and Stoics, have an inadequate concept of the soul which
leads them to make this impossible attribution.499

In his view, it is possible for the soul to have a grasp of things without
having an impression of them if the impression is seen as something that
the soul undergoes rather than something the soul produces, an activity of
the soul. The fundamental problem that Plotinus is dealing with here is
that the soul “has” objects. It has objects insofar as it is essentially related
to them, not in the sense of having acquired them. He wants to explain
how it is possible for the soul to have objects without being as it were in
the power of the objects. Rather, it is the other way round: the soul has
power over its objects.500 Insofar as the soul has certain powers, such as
memory and perception, it is as such related to the objects of these pow-
ers. Saying what these powers of the soul are involves mentioning their
objects. Thus even if these things are not in the soul, not acquisitions,
it is related to them essentially, insofar as it has a power of the relevant
kind. And the way it is related to these objects is not by undergoing any-
thing under their influence; rather, it performs an activity in relation to
them.

Soul is said to be k|cor of everything, that is, of both intelligibles and
perceptibles. It expresses them; and in so doing the hierarchy between
them is reflected in their effects on the soul: it is either enlivened, i. e.
encouraged to think, or else deceived, i. e. taken in by the similarities
which are present in perceptibles. This is a glimpse of Plotinus’ pre-oc-
cupation with the good. Thought is good for the soul, “quickening” it,
whereas sensation is the opposite. The good and bad effects are reflected
in the cognitive status of at least sensation which deceives the soul by the
(mere) likeness of perceptions.501 One may wonder what the deception is,
and why it leads to a descent, and why it is said to spell-bind the soul.

499 For his detailed rejection of materialist conceptions of the soul, see IV 7 2–83.
500 IV 6 2 9.
501 IV 6 3 8–10.
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This means, I think, that the soul takes sensible things to be more real
than they are, and so descends to their level.

He goes on to describe briefly what happens when the soul remem-
bers:

But being in the middle, it perceives both, and is said to think the intelligi-
bles when it arrives at memory (lm¶lg) of them if it comes to be near them;
for it knows them by being them in a way: for it knows [them] not because
they settle in it, but because it has them in some way and sees them and is
them in a rather dim way and becomes them more clearly out of the dimness
by a kind of awakening, and passes from potentiality to actuality. In the same
way [the soul] makes the objects of sense which are, so to speak, connected
with it, shine out, one might say, by its own power, and brings them before
its eyes, since its power is ready for them, and in a way in travail towards
them.502

Here memory of both ideas and sensible perceptions is attributed to the
soul. Let us begin with memory of ideas. The soul possesses the ideas be-
cause potential knowledge of them is constitutive of it. It has them, not
because they have been learnt, and so acquired a place in it, but because
the soul has them in potentiality, and when it comes to think them ac-
tually, then they are in its memory. The process of learning ideas is
thus the recall of ideas that are already innate in one: only then, that
is, after recall, are they in one’s memory. As we will see, he thinks that
this conception of memory is not connected to prior time in the way
that memory otherwise is.503 Recalling what the soul always thinks is
not to recall something past.

So memory here is a matter of what has been retrieved, and not of
what has been retained. Ideas do not need to be retained since they are
part of the soul’s nature. Plotinus refers here to the Platonist conception
of learning which we have already discussed.504 The soul always thinks,

502 IV 6 3 10–19.
503 Below p. 144 on IV 3 25 25. Memory is of the past: IV 4 6 2–3.
504 See above Introduction p. 17. No doubt Blumenthal (1971: 97 with fn. 25, 26) is

right to point out that Plotinus thinks that Platonic !m²lmgsir is shown by Plo-
tinus’ doctrine of moOr to be correct (cf. V 9 5 32), not of course in the sense that
Plato meant it. The crucial difference between the two lies in the fact that in Plo-
tinus’ view the soul is always thinking. There is less reason to think that !m²lmg-
sir for Plotinus is not a discursive process; the passage Blumenthal refers to for
an intuitionist recovery of ideas (IV 7 10 30–35), is only about “seeing” ideas,
not recovering them. For Plotinus’ concept of dialectic cf. fn. 809 and for the
recovery of thought by discursive thinking using vamtas¸a see IV 3 30, below
p. 178.
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although it is not always conscious of doing so; this is what Plotinus
means by saying that ideas are innate.505 Here it becomes apparent that
not all retention, the presence of information over time, is to be attrib-
uted to memory: ideas are the innate property of the soul, and remain
over time, but their retention is not memory. Nonetheless, the retrieval
is recollection, and this is what Plotinus calls “memory” here.506 The
soul is said to recollect the ideas by “coming close” to them. This is of
course not to be understood spatially, it is a matter of the attention the
soul pays to the ideas.507

Parallel to this, perceptibles are “so to speak connected to” (oXom
sumax|lema) the soul, and it makes them shine out (1jk\lpeim). The
most obvious, but I think mistaken, reading of the memory of percepti-
bles here is as follows. It might seem, at first glance, as though the soul
produces them as perceptibles through its own power of perception.
On this reading, perceptibles would be parallel to innate ideas, by

505 As in IV 3 25, below p. 144.
506 See the parallel in IV 3 25 25, where he says that the ancients, i. e. Plato and Pla-

tonists, spoke of memory in the sense of recollection. Brisson (2005: n. 458, p
240, and cf. also n. 240) takes the ja· in that text to be explanatory, and to des-
ignate “une identit� entre mnÞmÞ et anamnÞsis”. He connects this to a synony-
mous use of the terms, when referring to sensible things in the Meno and the
Phaedo ; when taken terminologically with a strict distinction between the sensi-
ble and the intelligible, in his view the two have nothing to do with one another.
But I take it that this distinction is valid in Plotinus’ treatment, and at least IV 3
30 is concerned with remembering ideas.

507 This text makes quite clear that there is recollection in Plotinus as a way of com-
ing close to the ideas, that is, not of contemplating them but as learning them.
McCumber (1978: esp. p.160) argues that Plotinus uses !m²lmgsir with refer-
ence to forms, and that it plays a part in accounting for ascent of soul, possibility
of science, probably not of perception. As McCumber shows !m²lmgsir is neither
all embracing nor trivial for Plotinus, but has a carefully delimited nature and
function: soul has a memory of forms, moOr has intellection of them, and
these memories are recovered as the soul approaches the intelligible realm. His
account suffers from not making a distinction between lm¶lg and !m²lmgsir.
Hence he seems to say that there is both retention of forms as well as their re-
trieval. Retention seems to be based on the kºcor – but how that occurs, he
does not explain. See below p. 178 on IV 3 30. McCumber agrees with Blumen-
thal’s thesis (1971: 96 ff ) that intuition replaces Platonic !m²lmgsir, insofar as
the actual contemplation of ideas is concerned. Of course for Plato recollection
is only the learning of ideas not the actual contemplation itself. McCumber does
not go into the question of what ‘the doctrine of recollection’ is that Plotinus is
relying on. He merely refers to the Phaedo 74, Phaedrus 249B (p. 166). On some
aspects of Plato’s views, see Introduction p. 13–16.
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being internal to the soul and so not really acquired at all.508 Soul con-
tains the whole of reality, both intelligibles and sensibles ; so all it has
to do when remembering is to actualise this potential. Of course, the
soul does not produce innate ideas, and it does not rely on bringing
them in from outside, but it draws them as it were out of itself. The
same principle would then be applied to perceptions as follows: if the
soul, the individual soul, produces perceptions as part of its activity,
then it does not rely on something outside itself to do so. This might
seem to be the point of Plotinus’ saying that the soul is “so to speak con-
nected” with the objects of sense. These would then be already, prior to
actual perception, bound to the soul, so that actual perception would
merely strengthen the soul’s connection to them. This would enable
the soul to make them “shine out” when it remembers them afterwards.

However, the passage should be seen to have a different message: the
soul is as it were connected to the perception. What this means is that its
power has been modified by the experience in such a way that it can make
the experience shine out. In perception the soul approaches what it has.509

How is this to be understood? We have seen that capacities have their ob-
jects; the actualisation is seen by Plotinus as the soul getting closer to its
objects. In part, the capacity for perception consists in innate ideas, but
perception needs more than innate ideas. It must come into possession
of them, because Plotinus thinks of cognition as possession of the ob-
jects.510 Perception requires that something is grasped. The parallel
with innate ideas is incomplete; for the individual soul does not contain,
as part of its make up, all the individuals it perceives. Rather, by an ex-
ercise of its capacity, this capacity must be developed. This development
occurs through the opportunity for perception offered by individual
things outside the soul. Memory is then the calling forth of something
that already has entered the soul.511 The soul is “as it were in contact”
with the objects of perceptible memory, because it has come into contact
with them.

The same conclusion can be supported by another metaphor that Plo-
tinus uses, giving birth:512 the soul is in labour with memory. Presumably

508 Br�hier vol. 4, p. 170 refers to Leibniz’ complete notions of souls.
509 III 6 1, 2 33–42 esp. III 6 2 35–36, Emilsson 1988: 133, “the power of vision

already has what is contained in its act”, and p. 137 on latent concepts being ac-
tivated in perception.

510 Emilsson 1988: 68–70 on IV 4 23 6–8.
511 Emilsson 1988: 133 on IV 6 3.
512 IV 6 3 19.
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one is justified in completing the sentence, “because it has been impreg-
nated by perception”. What this means is that the soul’s capacity has been
prepared for memory by the actual perception. When you have had the
experience, then of course you need no further contact with the things
you remember or can recollect since you have had the experience. In
this way, a connection between the soul and the contents of its memory
has been established.

One can admit that a power of perception contributes to memory of
perception, without saying that it produces everything in the perception.
Memory of perception presupposes the capacity to perceive. Recall that
the soul expresses the sensible world; this does not mean that the individ-
ual soul produces the sensible world; merely that it is able to have cog-
nition of it.513 And only after having cognition of the world, does the
soul possess the relevant memory. This memory is not as it were a bodily
import from the sensible world, however, because it is produced by the
activity of the soul, first of all in perception, and then in the faculty of
representation. There is no doubt that Plotinus thinks that we do acquire
memories.514 The soul acquires memory of a particular experience by ex-
ercising its natural capacities, and also by acquiring something from out-
side.

Let us recapitulate.
One the one hand, we acquire something from outside in perception,

and our ability to remember the perception depends on this. But we do
not acquire everything needed for the perception from outside. For innate
ideas are necessary. The capacity for perception is nonetheless not to be
explained entirely by the possession of innate ideas;515 it would then
seem to be nothing more than the capacity for thought, rather than
the capacity to subsume experiences under ideas. Nonetheless, our posses-
sion of ideas is partly responsible for our ability to perceive.516 In an ex-
perience, our natural capacity to remember the experience is developed.
Here, however, Plotinus is much more concerned with explaining the

513 It is, of course, true that the world soul produces the world; but we are not con-
cerned here with the world soul: this has no memory (IV 4 12).

514 A glance at IV 3 25 11 proves this.
515 See V 3 2–3 for the contribution that innate ideas make towards our ability to

identify and characterise experiences. On this connection see above p. 109, below
p. 164.

516 On perception and innate ideas, cf. above p. 109. Emilsson (1988: 136, 134)
points to the latent existence of unfolded ideas in us in three further chapters
that are crucial for memory, namely IV 3 26, IV 3 29 and V 3 2.
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parallel between perception and thought, rather than with the contribu-
tion that ideas make to perception.

What this account of memory does not do is to say how it is that the
soul remembers either ideas or perceptions, namely through representa-
tion. This task will in part be performed by the definition, which we
shall consider next and in part by the extended discussion of the faculty
responsible for memory in IV 3 28–30.

3.1.3 Defining memory

Plotinus closes his short, positive treatment of the two kinds of memory
by drawing a general conclusion about them:

Whenever therefore the soul is strengthened with respect to something that
appears to it (pq¹r btioOm t_m vam´mtym), the soul is disposed to it as if to
something present (¦speq pq¹r paq¹m di²jeitai) for a long time; the more
the soul is strengthened, the more it is always [so disposed].517

These lines are difficult and my interpretation is suggested by the trans-
lation. An act of cognition equips the soul with a capacity towards some-
thing that appears to it, such that the soul can represent the appearance to
itself in such a way as though the thing were present. This is the closest
Plotinus comes to a definition of memory. Formally, it may seem to have
little claim to be taken as a definition. Memory is not even mentioned, let
alone a formulation such as “memory is defined as X”, and, from the
point of view of content, the reader might think that these lines merely
describe a disposition being brought about in the soul by something ap-
pearing to it. You might argue that it is merely a description of what hap-
pens after something appears to one. Something sweet appears to the soul
and this strengthens the soul in that respect, i. e. makes the soul able to
perceive this sweetness, gives it power over this sweetness. This seems
too slight as a definition of memory. But these lines in fact offer much
more by way of a determination of memory, for the formulation collects
the essential aspects mentioned by Plotinus in his treatment of the two
kinds of memory, described in the last section. The emphasis in this
quasi definition, as I shall call it, on appearance and presence should

517 IV 6 3 19–21 GOtam to¸mum Nysh0 pq¹r btioOm t_m vam´mtym, ¦speq pq¹r paq¹m
di²jeitai 1p· pok»m wqºmom ja· fs\ l÷kkom, tºs\ !e¸. In AHA’s translation Nysh0
is rendered ‘strongly moved’, but SP 932.18 translate ‘strengthen’. cf. ll. 40, 45,
also V 1 7 15, VI 7 22 15.

3 Plotinus120



not lead the reader to see here merely perceptual memory, since as we
shall see, the memory of thoughts is a matter of vamtas¸a, and of the
presence of the ideas.

Let us address the difficulties offered by the interpretation of these
lines as a kind of definition of memory. The impression that we are
not dealing with memory here can be removed simply by pointing to
the relations between these lines and their context. This passage presents
the conclusion (“therefore”) from the preceding lines on the two kinds of
memory, as a generalisation about both. But these lines also look forward
to the rest of the chapter. For the concept here is offered as a hypothesis
which can explain the phenomena which Plotinus goes through in the
next fifty lines or so. This can be seen from what he says about his op-
ponents, the proponents of the wax tablet or wax block model of mem-
ory, including Aristotle.518 As we will see in the next section, these posit a
concept of soul and fail to see the impossibilities, i. e. contradictions, that
follow their hypothesis, whereas, by implication, Plotinus’s concept of
soul enables him to explain memory, among other things. His concept
of memory is explained by his concept of the soul, and further supported
by the phenomena which it can explain.

In my view, this passage gives an account of memory. But if this is so,
one might want to draw the conclusion that at the time of remembering
the object of memory is present. Recall our example:

Example (E) Socrates remembers (at t2) that he saw Theaetetus two days
ago (at t1).

This would then imply, if the object of memory is present at t2 that Soc-
rates remembers Theaetetus at t2; and Theaetetus is present at t2. As the
account says, “the appearance is always present to the soul”. Now, mem-
ory is of course connected to time, but I wish to argue that the object of
the memory is not present when we actually remember, even if the ap-
pearance may be: the soul is disposed towards the object as though

518 OXom c±q 1m p¸manim C d´ktoir cecqall´mym cqall²tym, ovtyr peq· t_m aQsh¶seym
ja· toO lmglome¼eim di²jeimtai, ja· oute oR s_la aqtμm tih´lemoi bq_sim, fsa
!d¼mata t0 rpoh´sei aqt_m sulba¸mei, oute oR !s¾latom. IV 6 3 75–79 There
are two groups here, both of whom talk about memory being like writing tablets.
They differ in thinking that the soul is material or not. They are thus Stoics and
Peripatetics.
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(¦speq) it were present, i. e. when it is no longer so.519 It fits better with
the description of a particular act of memory that we are dealing here
with a particular capacity. The idea is that we have something in mind
as if it were present. Clearly this is counterfactual.520 Well, it may be pos-
sible to remember something that is present, but obviously there is a dis-
tinction between the grasp of the thing present and remembering it. Soc-
rates remembers Theaetetus at t1, or, rather more precisely, remembers
seeing Theaetetus at t1, rather than Theaetetus tout court. So what is
the point of the presence of the object of memory here? The present-
past problem521 consists in the fact that we must account for the presence
of the past. So how does it help to say that the object of memory is quasi
present? It is the way it appears to me; as a matter of fact it is not. The
perception of Theaetetus is quasi present; it is as though I am now per-
ceiving Theaetetus.522 One may of course question this. On the whole I

519 Plotinus says here that the soul is strengthened: it has either acquired a new ca-
pacity, to remember this particular perception, and hence is strengthened; or per-
haps it has strengthened a general capacity, and so has a better memory. Cf. IV 6
3 40: the soul can be strengthened either tout court or relative to something.

520 IV 6 3 20: ¦speq pq¹r paq¹m ‘as if to something present’ (following AHA, Br�h-
ier): this is counterfactual since, of course, the thing is no longer actually present,
as a matter of fact (memory is of the past: IV 4 6 2–3), but one is disposed to it
as though it were so. In a certain sense when you remember things, it is as though
they are present. Harder translates: “Wenn nun das Seelenvermçgen auf irgend
eines der in ihm erscheinenden Dinge (phanenta) besondere Kraft wendet,
dann ist es in einem Zustande, daß ihm dieses Ding auf lange Zeit gegenw�rtig
bleibt, und je st�rker diese Kraft ist, um so l�nger.” This may suggest that the
thing is actually present to the soul in the act of memory; but it could mean
that it is not actually but merely mentally present. This second use of “present”
is also to be found in line 43. One must not of course overinterpret this presence
to mean that things really appear as they do when they are present. Plotinus need
not be taken to think either that the two situations are identical nor that they are
so similar that one can mistake memory for perception or thought. Apart from
the word ¦speq (“as if ”) there is no indication that the presence is counterfactu-
al; and it might mean “in the manner such as” or “as if towards”. Then Plotinus
would be claiming that the soul is related to the thing remembered in the way
that it is related to something present. And there are at least two senses in
which something may be said to be present – actually, or mentally to someone.
In the main text, I discuss the fact that the original perception is no longer pres-
ent; and the way in which an experience strengthens a capacity to remember, so
that one can later remember the original experience.

521 See above Introduction p. 1–2.
522 Cf. Aristotle’s formulation of the way one can regard a picture as being of Cor-

iscus, although one does not see Coriscus (Ch. 1 450b29–31, above p. 39).
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do not tend to think that I am now tasting yesterday’s lunch actually or it
appears present to me, when I have a good memory of it. But we should
allow that as if does not specify precisely the way in which the object of
memory has to be present, for it to be remembered.

Let us stay with the present-past problem for a moment. We can see
in this definition a hint of how Plotinus intends to solve it, along lines
which are at least superficially reminiscent of Aristotle. The answer to
the question how something past can be present, even if it is only
quasi present,523 lies in the faculty of representation.524 The connection
with representation occurs in the definition in the guise of the things
that are present, namely the things that appear to me (v\memta), since
“appearance” (va_meshai) is, of course, etymologically connected to repre-
sentation, vamtas_a. vamtas_a is the way, the capacity in virtue of which
things appear to me, and in virtue of which they can remain quasi present
to me. When Socrates remembers, then there is actually a vamtas¸a pres-
ent to him, in virtue of which it is as though Theaetetus is present. With-
out relying too much on the pun, one might say that representation pro-
vides the way things may remain (quasi) present to me afterwards. The
representation is actually present, and the perception of Theaetetus is
thereby quasi present, in other words: Socrates has it in mind.

In this definition, Plotinus speaks of the acquisition of memory as a
strengthening of the soul, and he elsewhere speaks of memory being a
strength or vigour and a capacity.525 Two remarks here are in order, the
first is of perhaps more immediate importance, and the second is funda-
mental to Plotinus’ whole theory of memory. It is of more immediate im-
portance that capacity in this theory is not a mere possibility. It has cer-
tain connections with actuality, e. g. that it has been exercised, that we
have a tendency to exercise it. The fundamental point is that Plotinus’
theory of memory has to do without body. While the other formulations
seem informal, calling memory a capacity (d}malir) has certain implica-

523 Br�hier (vol. 4 p. 169) refers to De mem.; see below p. 238.
524 See above fn. 482 for vamtas¸a.
525 Qsw¼r line 55, d¼malir lines 25, 39, 58, 60, 65, 71; cf. dum²lysir l. 30. Part of

Plotinus’ positive purpose is to show that memory is a power (line 55). This is
the real aim of IV 6 (Blumenthal 1971: 81). Kleist (1883: 151 n. 2) thinks
that there is a large section (lines 29–55) which is meant to prove that memory
is the activity of a power of the soul. It is remarkable that in his chapter on mem-
ory, Blumenthal (1971: Chapter 7 Memory and imagination) does not even
mention the first 21 lines of IV 6 3, which contain the distinction between
two kinds of memory and a quasi definition of the phenomenon.
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tions for Plotinus, namely that it is immaterial, and it is a capacity to do
something. We now have to discuss just how this capacity is to be under-
stood. Part of the aim of his discussion of memory is to show that it is a
capacity, and so does not involve material impressions. This is a corner-
stone of his account. Being a capacity precludes any involvement of body.
The most explicit account of the kind of capacity involved in memory
comes in another short account of memory, in the course of the treatment
of the impassibility of the incorporeal.526 Saying that the soul, the first
kind of incorporeal, is impassible means that it undergoes no change;
this view of the soul is one of the fundamental reasons that Plotinus can-
not accept any form of material impressions. So one example of this im-
passibility is what happens in memory. Just as in perception nothing is
laid up in the soul, there is no t}por, no form as in wax. Instead, here
too he uses the concept of a capacity which the soul can “awake”, that
is, realise in itself and so “have” that which it does not have. He thinks
there is an alteration when one actually remembers but only insofar as
a capacity is exercised.527 This is crucial, because it is plausible to demand
of any theory of memory that something happens both when we acquire
and when we exercise the memory. And one variety of event could be a
change.

Plotinus denies that the change occurring when the original percep-
tion develops the capacity is a change in substance; and that surely is
quite right: a soul does not turn into some other sort of thing when it

526 III 6 2 34–54. At IV 3 25 8–9 Plotinus alludes to a definition, and the com-
mentators refer to this text in III 6 2 esp. 42–49. According to Porphyry’s chro-
nological list, III 6 was written directly before IV 3 [27]. The reference in IV 3
25 cannot be to IV 6, since that was written long after IV 3. It is n. 41 in the
chronological order (HBT II b 441 ad loc.). III 6 2 34–54 cannot be the text
where Plotinus tackles the task of defining memory, because the reference to
memory is passing, and there is in turn here a reference to another treatment.
The passage on memory starts at l. 42: “we must remember that it was said
that memories too are not of things laid up [in the soul]…” HS refer to IV 7
6 43, where, however, Plotinus is arguing against the soul being a body: for if
it were then there would be no possibility of something remaining insofar as
body is something in flux; cf. IV 3 26 52–54. The point in the passage in III
6 is, however, a different one: material things can change, e. g. the body-soul
composite; but the soul cannot (see esp. lines 39–40).

527 III 6 2 45–46. HBT II b 442 ad loc. note a) that alteration here may refer to
Aristotle, De an. II 5 417b5 ff (so too HS); I discuss this reference below; and
b) that eQr 1m´qceiam 1khe?m is a formulation that is to be found in IV 6 3 16
for remembering ideas.
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acquires an individual memory, nor indeed does it become a different in-
dividual of the same kind. The problem that Plotinus has with this fact is
that he cannot see how a soul can be in one state and then in another,
without changing its identity. He thinks that any change in an immaterial
thing involves the change of the whole thing.528 Thus if the soul were to
change, acquire a new modification or something of the kind, then Plo-
tinus is of the opinion that it would no longer be the same soul. This is in
contrast to material things which can undergo change. The nub is that
Plotinus does not accept the corporeality of the subject of memory. So
he has to work out a way that the soul can do something in memory,
without losing its identity. Presumably, however, his opponents529 are
thinking not of substantial change but of something more modest. The
subject undergoes some kind of modification when he has an image
(v\mtasla); and that refers us to a rather different discussion, namely Ar-
istotle’s. For Aristotle considers memory to be the possession of a kind of
affection, one that is in part due to the material nature of the subject of
memory.530

The way Plotinus hopes to get out of the difficulty in having the soul
do something, without losing its identity originates in the distinctions
about the kinds of capacity and actuality, made by Aristotle in De
anima II 5, which we have already discussed under the soubriquet “the
triple scheme”.531 In Aristotle’s view, while perception is a kind of alter-
ation, it is one that does not involve change between contraries. Change
between contraries is necessary, however, to establish such capacities as
perception. Capacities of living things are first established by the growth
of the living thing, and this involves change. Exercise of the capacities so
acquired does not require change. This is what is explained by the triple
scheme: things change from first capacity to first actuality by undergoing
changes which involve the loss and acquisition of attributes. First actuality
is also a capacity (so-called second capacity), and exercising this capacity
requires no further changes that consist in the loss and acquisition of at-
tributes. An example Aristotle gives is of a child having a capacity to act as
a general. Of course, only when he has gone through the requisite series
of changes, of growth and training, is he in possession of a capacity which

528 III 6 2 50–54.
529 Both Aristotle (above p. 46) and Chrysippus (above fn. 480) thought of vamtas¸a

as forms of change.
530 See above pp. 20–21, 35, 73.
531 Above p. 30.
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he can then exercise, and when he does so, he does not change his nature;
rather the ensuing event is an exercise of his nature.532

This passage is a help for the general definition of memory in Ploti-
nus because it makes clear what kind of capacity Plotinus means when he
talks of memory being a capacity or a strength. It is not a capacity to un-
dergo a material change. The trained general does not lose any quality
when he exercises his capacity; he merely acts out that which he is, his
nature or disposition. The difference between a general in capacity and
an active general is one that is bridged merely by a change of a sort,
not a change that runs between contraries. So too with Plotinus’ concep-
tion of memory.

However, Plotinus use of first and second potentiality from De anima
II 5 is not Aristotelian, because the preliminary account of perception of-
fered there is predicated on the Aristotelian definition of the soul in II 1;
and that is a conception of the soul Plotinus roundly rejects.533 He cannot
accept that soul is the primary actuality of a body, nor that perception is a
capacity established by the growth of a perceiving animal. The main
point is that Plotinus wants to ensure that the soul does not change
and he thinks that by using De anima II 5 and its conception of alteration
of a kind, he can have mental activity without physical realisation and
hence affection. That is not something Aristotle wants at all : for him
the soul is the form of the body, and as a form is not subject to change,
although the concrete living thing can be affected.

Let us sum up the fundamental points about the capacities of the soul
which we have been able to gain from this discussion of Plotinus’ use of
the Aristotelian distinctions made in De anima II 5. The importance of
this latter passage for Plotinus is that it allows him to talk about changes
without any recourse to material change. The decisive difference to Aris-
totle lies in the fact that as far as living things are concerned any capacity
developed presupposes a process of development, the living thing must
acquire its organs and so on, through a process of growth characterised
by passage between contraries. This is not true for Plotinus, for the
soul alone has these capacities, and obviously does not do so by going
through organic development. Only the body does that. Instead, he

532 De an. II 5 417b2–16, see also III 6 2 49–50, 60, IV 6 3 16, words which are
perhaps echoed in III 6 2 48–49. Fleet 1996: 96–101 on III 6 2 34–54 refers
Plotinus’ use of the triple scheme to Aristotle, without suggesting that there are
fundamental differences.

533 IV 7 85.
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sees the exercise of memory as the exercise of a capacity that undergoes
development in the original experience. The original experience makes
the soul ready to have the memory later. How can this be possible with-
out the soul changing?534 Precisely by the exercise of a second capacity; its
development is not a change. Thus memory of something particular is a
capacity to do something. This is true whether it is a thought that we re-
member or a perception. It is the capacity to make something that ap-
peared to the soul present to it, after the original thought or perception
is past. The way this task is performed, in both perception and thought is
through vamtas_a. Before we turn to discussing vamtas¸a, we shall try to
follow Plotinus’ in the arguments he gives in support of this conception
of memory. They take the form of explanations using the concept.

3.1.4 What memory as a capacity can explain

Plotinus defends his thesis that memory is a capacity by using it to ex-
plain a wealth of phenomena, which all require a dynamic concept of
memory rather than impressions, which he regards as entirely static.
One example is that children’s good memories cannot be explained by
impressions; another is that memory can be improved by practice.535

He claims that (material) impressions cannot, in contrast, do the explan-

534 Lloyd Gerson pressed me on this point.
535 The rest of IV 6 3, lines 21–79. The thesis is repeated e. g. in line 55. This strat-

egy explains the fairly emphatic start of this section with diº. Kleist 1883: 149–
50 distinguishes between the metaphysical exposition of the first part of the
chapter (which he ends at line 25, but the argument about children lines 21–
25 is clearly not part of the explanation of the concept of memory itself ), as op-
posed to the empirical-psychological exposition of the second part. He does not
explain how he thinks the two parts are related. In his translation (or rendering)
of lines 67–70 he says, ‘Gerade die bek�mpfte Thesis w�rde eine Erkl�rung die-
ser Erscheinung unmçglich machen’, which suggests that he sees the function of
the second part of the chapter in a similar way to the present interpretation: the
thesis that memory is impressions makes the explanation of certain phenomena
impossible. The arguments run as follows: children have good memories (21–
33); impressions that remain cannot explain delayed or partial recollection
(33–40); impressions cannot explain the improvement of memory by practice
(27–33, 40–55); memory is a form of readiness which requires time for its
preparation (55–63); clever people and people with good memories are not
the same ones (63–70).
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atory work required.536 In this section I wish to discuss some of these ar-
guments, since they are of interest for any theory of memory. Further-
more, they document very clearly Plotinus’ interest in the cut and thrust
of philosophical debate about everyday phenomena. Underlying the mass
of arguments is a fundamental view that a capacity is immaterial and can-
not be explained by any material configuration. Thus memory requires
something quite different from impressions as an explanation.

The simple example that Plotinus begins with is the following. Chil-
dren have a good memory because the contents of their memory remain
present to them, since they do not have so many memories. If the capaci-
ty is related to many different contents, as it is in older people, it is dis-
sipated and can no longer keep the experiences present. If one supposed
that memory was (caused by) impressions, he argues this would not be
true; a mass of impressions would not cause loss of memory.537 There
are two kinds of reply to this argument worth mentioning. The first chal-
lenges the argument directly, the second draws attention to Plotinus’ rath-
er too brisk approach to his opponents. First, the immediate problem
with the argument. One could certainly argue against the conclusion
that, as a matter of fact, a lot of impressions could make one another il-
legible, so to speak, through contamination, like a muddy footpath which
many people use. The individual footprints are no longer discernible.538

Secondly, as to Plotinus’ approach, it must be said that the model need
not be taken quite this literally. Plotinus takes the model out of context,
and pays no attention to the appropriate way it may serve the purpose of
illustrating an explanation. At the very least, one must always bear in
mind the purpose of such a comparison. As we have seen, Aristotle’s
use of the wax block image in connection with memory is different
from his use of it to illustrate the process of perception.539 In the case
of memory, he is interested in the change that occurs when the original
perception occurs; when he is talking about perception itself, the central

536 Arguments against impressions: 25–27, 27–29, 33–40, 55–57, 67–70, 71–
79; arguments for power 29–33, 40–55, 57–63, 63–67, 70–71.

537 Di¹ ja· t± paid¸a lmglome¼eim k´cetai l÷kkom, fti lμ !v¸stamtai, !kk± je?tai
aqto?r pq¹ all²tym ¢r #m bq_sim oupy eQr pk/hor, !kk± pq¹r ak¸ca7 oXr d³
1p· pokk± B di²moia ja· B d¼malir, ¦speq paqah´ousi ja· oq l´mousim. EQ d´ ce
5lemom oR t¼poi, oqj #m 1po¸gse t¹ pk/hor Httom lm¶lar. IV 6 3 21–27.

538 Plotinus himself uses a variant of this argument in IV 7 6 41–49 to show that
the soul cannot be a body. Chrysippus used the same argument against the signet
ring comparison (LS 39 A, Diogenes Laertius 7 49–51 = SVF 2 52, 55, 61).

539 Above p. 23, 69.
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point is the separation of form and matter. Either way one might make a
case for saying that memory could be like the impressions in wax. But of
course either way, supposing there are no others, Plotinus would want to
reject the model.

Another of Plotinus’ arguments against material impressions in mem-
ory is that if memory were caused just by the remaining of impressions
then one would not need to look at them in order to recollect them. In-
deed there would be no need to forget them and then remember them
because they are there the whole time.540 Recollection here is everyday
recollection, not the technical Platonic variety. Curiously, he does not
mention memory without any need of recollection.541 The contrast be-
tween these two phenomena is one we encapsulated in the memory-rec-
ollection problem.542 The point is that some past experiences are in mind
without searching (memory); others require a search (recollection). In ef-
fect, Plotinus denies that his opponents are able to describe this problem,
and yet fails to discuss it in his own theory. On behalf of his opponents,
“being in mind” is understood by Plotinus as simply the presence of the
impression in the wax. Since the impression is there, no process of calling
to mind, nor the temporary forgetting which may precede this, are expli-
cable. Plotinus is pleading for a dynamic concept, whilst his opponents,
in his view, emphasise the static remaining.543 This argument shows how
simple minded, or strict, Plotinus’ understanding of the impressions is.
He does not allow that they are potential. This seems to make good
sense: either the impression is there or it is not. However, among the
many ways of taking the model, Plotinus chooses an all too literal reading
of impressions. His opponents might well want to claim that the presence
of the impression in the living things need not be identified with the ac-
tual presence in the mind of the rememberer. Aristotle certainly thinks
that one can have the capacity to recollect something which one does
not now have in mind. That is the point of his whole conception of rec-
ollection. Aristotle’s position here contrasts strongly with one of Plotinus’
central convictions. In Plotinus’ view materialist views of the mind do not
have a concept of capacity or power, since these are immaterial.

540 IV 6 3 27–29: 7Eti, eQ t¼poi l´momter, oqd³m 5dei sjope?m, Vma !malmgsh_lem,
oqd³ pqºteqom 1pikahol´mour vsteqom !malilm¶sjeshai jeil´mym.

541 He would seem to be following here a Phaedo like concept, which allows for re-
collection with or without memory. See above Introduction p. 16.

542 See Introduction p. 2.
543 Cf. the Stoic account of memory as “permanent and static printings” in LS 39 F,

SVF 2 847 (Plutarch comm. not. 1084F-1085A).
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Mnemonics544 plays an important role in Plotinus’ theory, but not at
all in the way one might expect, namely because of the images that mne-
monics uses. On the contrary, the nature of memory as a capacity is pro-
ven by the fact that it can be strengthened. Exercising one’s memory,
mnemonic gymnastics as it were, shows that memory is a matter of
strengthening, ‘empowering’, the soul. The idea is that practising recall-
ing things shows that memory is a power. He compares the process with
the preparation of hands or feet for (athletic) feats, which they otherwise
would not be capable of.545 Memory requires preparation for its exercise
since without going through the relevant training – thinking of ideas,
learning things – the soul is in no state or position to perform the relevant
feat. What he does not show here or anywhere else is that such powers do
not require a body to exist.546 And he can be criticised here on account of
the capacities he uses as a comparison for his concept of supposedly in-
corporeal memory. Athletic abilities obviously do include the capacity
of the athlete to undergo changes, namely of the parts of the body
that have to undergo changes in the course of training.547 Plotinus uses
the idea of practice to support his conception of memory, but it is by
no means clear that the phenomenon need be understood in such a
way as to support him. For Aristotle’s procedure shows how at least
one impression theorist thinks that he is able to use practice of one’s
memory as a support for his theory. His final definition has it that mem-
ory is taking a representation as an image of that of which they are rep-
resentations. This is confirmed by the way he understands exercising one’s
memory, namely repeatedly regarding the representations one has in
mind as copies of that of which they are representation.548

The capacity of memory is used by Plotinus to explain imperfect
memory performances.549 He argues that since memory is a power that

544 For the concept of mnemonics see above p. 100.
545 IV 6 3 29–33: Ja· aR eQr !m²kgxim d³ lek´tai dgkoOsi dum²lysim xuw/r t¹

cimºlemom rp²qwom, ¦speq weiq_m C pod_m t± culm²sia eQr t¹ poie?m Nôd¸yr, $
lμ 1m ta?r weqs·m C pos· je?tai, !kkà pq¹r $ t0 sumewe¸ô Bto¸lastai. “Prepara-
tion”: l. 33 Bto¸lastai. For “preparation”, see also lines 18, 60.

546 See below p. 152 for the arguments that the soul, and hence memory, can exist
without body.

547 See IV 6 3 51–52 for a related point about training. On d¼malir see also IV 7 81

11–28. For the relation between capacity and organ, cf. Aristotle De an. II 12
424a24–28.

548 Cf. De mem. 1 451a12–14, above p. 81.
549 IV 6 3 33–40: Di± t¸ c±q ûpan l³m !jo¼sar C de¼teqom oq l´lmgtai, ftam d³

pokk²jir, ja· d pqºteqom !jo¼sar oqj 5swe, pokk` vsteqom wqºm\ l´lmgtai
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requires preparation for its exercise, one can understand why only things
that one has often heard, for example, stick. And the phenomenon of a
memory that one has, but for a long time is unaware of, points in the
same direction. Memory has been prepared, yet requires time to mature
completely.550 Impressions cannot, according to this argument, be divid-
ed, in order to explain partial memory for then one could remember the
parts. The examples of partial memory that Plotinus mentions here are
various. One is only being able to recall something after having heard
it several times; another is the case in which something not retained
(oqj 5swe) from an earlier hearing (presumably: as far as one can imme-
diately tell) is remembered much later. It is only then clear that it was re-
tained when recollection has been successful. This example counts against
impression theorists, since, on Plotinus’ reading, they hold that either the
impression is there or not, either it can be recalled or not. He does not
allow them any degrees of intensity in the impressions.

The other example of an imperfect memory performance we men-
tioned above was the sudden recall of the memory content, and Plotinus
ascribes this phenomenon to the exercise of the soul’s capacity responsible
for memory. Quite how he imagines that this happens is not explained.
He skates lightly over the complicated question of the structure of recol-
lection, a question which Aristotle and Plato had at least approached with
their different conceptions of the association of ideas.551 It seems that for
Plotinus there is no more to be said than that a capacity of the soul is
called on, activated, for instance by something that one hears. This ca-
pacity may be strengthened further by training. And for it to be a capacity
of memory, a previous act of strengthening has to have happened, as was
described in his account of memory.552 In our example, an original per-

Edg ; Oq c±q dμ t` l´qg 1swgj´mai pqºteqom toO t¼pou7 5dei c±q to¼tym
lelm/shai7 !kk’ oXom 1na¸vmgr c¸cmetai toOto 5j timor rst´qar !jqo²seyr C
lek´tgr. TaOta c±q laqtuqe? pqºjkgsim t/r dum²leyr jahf Dm lmglome¼olem
t/r xuw/r ¢r Nyshe?sam C "pk_r C pq¹r toOto. Note the c±q in line 33.

550 IV 6 3 34–35 are difficult, but this is at least a possible interpretation. The argu-
ment may be connected to the point made in lines 57–59: memory is not simul-
taneous with the experience of which it is the memory, but only happens after-
wards (cf. De mem. 2 451a21–30). If, however, the relatively complicated phe-
nomenon of a memory that remains unconscious for a long time is meant in 34–
35, the point may be the entirely negative one that material impressions certainly
cannot explain it, even if Plotinus is not claiming to have a successful explanation
himself.

551 Above p. 98.
552 See above p. 120.
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ception at t1 leads to a later act of remembering at t2. The act of
strengthening is this original perception at t1 and it prepares the soul
with a view to a particular content, for an individual later act of memory.

The view of memory that Plotinus attributes to his opponents is that
the impression is there, and that is actual memory; there is no room for a
chain of representations, “association of ideas”. The whole of memory is
exhausted by actual impressions. They leave no room for the capacity of
memory. We have seen that this is not true for Aristotle.553 The power of
Plotinus’ arguments is derived from his insistence that his opponents’ the-
ories only allow them the use of impressions, without any prospect of a
power being constituted by them, at least in part. But this is not convinc-
ing, unless one is committed to the view that powers are immaterial, and
that they are not necessarily (as powers) associated with any material
things. If one does not share this view one might think that being able
to remember involves the possession of an impression, in some sense.
This could be understood along the lines of Aristotle’s theory. This pos-
session of a representation, like the impression in some matter, forms part
of the capacity, which is thus in part materially constituted.

The idea of a generally good capacity to remember leads on to the
next point, about trained memories.554 The conclusion of the argu-
ment is a repetition of the main claim that memory and perception
are a “strength and a capacity”. The capacity to remember is obviously
not merely good with a view to isolated contents but is connected to
one’s habits.555 Plotinus’ example is of learning and repeating re-

553 See above p. 98. Plotinus does not, unlike Plato and Aristotle, discuss the way
memories are recalled by certain relations between our perceptions or represen-
tations.

554 IV 6 3 40–55: GOtam d³ lμ lºmom pq¹r $ 1leket¶salem t¹ t/r lm¶lgr Bl?m paq0,
!kk’ oVpeq pokk± !meik¶vasim 1j toO eQh¸shai !paccek¸air wq/shai, Nôd¸ar Edg
ja· t_m %kkym t±r kecol´mar !mak¶xeir poi_mtai, t¸ %m tir 1paiti`to t/r lm¶lgr
C tμm d¼malim tμm Nyshe?sam eWmai ; OR l³m c±q t¼poi l´momter !sh´meiam l÷kkom C
d¼malim jatgcoqo?em7 t¹ c±q 1mtup¾tatom t` eUjeim 1st· toioOtom, ja· p²hour
emtor toO t¼pou t¹ l÷kkom pepomh¹r toOtº 1sti t¹ lmglomeOom l÷kkom. To¼tou
d³ toqmamt¸om va¸metai sulba?mom7 oqdaloO c±q B pq¹r btioOm culmas¸a eqpah³r
t¹ culmas²lemom poie?7 1pe· ja· 1p· t_m aQsh¶seym oq t¹ !shem³r bqø oXom avhak-
lºr, !kk( ft\ d¼mal¸r 1stim eQr 1m´qceiam pke¸ym. Di¹ ja· oR cecgqajºter ja· pq¹r
t±r aQsh¶seir !shem´steqoi ja· pq¹r t±r lm¶lar ¢sa¼tyr. ûIsw»r %qa tir ja· B
aUshgsir ja· B lm¶lg.

555 line 42 eQh¸shai.
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ports.556 This habit enables the practised messenger to remember other
things easily too.557 “Remember” here is presumably an amalgam of re-
tention and retrieval. The messenger learns easily and can reproduce suc-
cessfully. This performance can only be attributed to the capacity of
memory and not to actually existing impressions. Here again the point
is that the actuality of the impressions is meant to exclude their relation
to any conception of power. And on this point, in fact, Plotinus has the
better of the argument, at least if one uses a fairly simple minded inter-
pretation of the wax model. It really is so that if memory were to consist
only of actual impressions, then the whole idea of practice would make
no sense. Wax cannot practise taking on imprints.558 Impressions, he
thinks, can only weaken their owners, since the receptivity of that
which takes on the impression lies in its yielding nature.559 And so the
best memory would lie in the most yielding nature; and that would go
against the general idea of practice or training, which never makes people
good at yielding or undergoing change, but rather good at doing things.
Here we see one of the roots, or perhaps offshoots, of Plotinus’ convic-
tion that there is no passive capacity. What he is mainly thinking of are
the things people do, and the training necessary so that they can do
them.560

556 What kind of messenger is meant here? Is there any connection with mnemon-
ics? Note that an obvious example of a trained memory – the orator’s – does not
feature here.

557 AHA, following HS, refers the use of t±r kecol´mar !mak¶xeir here to De
mem. 2 451a20: but see also the use at line IV 6 3 29; and for the lek´tai
see also De mem. 1 451a12 (and Br�hier vol. 4 p.171).

558 He still does not argue that the realisation in a body cannot be part of what a
power requires, merely that actual impressions cannot make sense of the phe-
nomenon of training.

559 Contrast the idea in De mem. (above p. 73) that there is a functional optimal
mean between hardness and softness for memory. Plotinus echoes this idea in
IV 7 6 38–42.

560 He offers an explanation for the weakness of the old in perception and memory
(IV 6 3 53–55): perhaps a competing explanation to that in De mem. 1
450a32–450b11 (above p. 73). But it is very unclear how the explanation
here is meant to work. He says simply that the old are weak in memory and per-
ception; hence both are forms of strength. For an explanation of failing strength
in the old (including the power of memory) using the state of material organs, see
De an. I 4 408b18–29.
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The last argument had as its conclusion the general thesis that mem-
ory and perception are capacities. Now561 we return to the connection be-
tween the two. Plotinus goes on to raise an objection to the view562 that
since perception is not caused by impressions, memory cannot be the re-
tention of impressions. Put positively this view is the general claim that
memory is a capacity. The objection is that if memory is a capacity and
“a preparation for readiness”,563 then why do we only later (that is, than
the original experience) have the capacity to bring back (!map|kgsim564)
the contents of the memory? In his answer, he turns to the phenomenon
of preparing a capacity for exercise. We have a capacity, but only when
this capacity has been bundled (sukk]ceshai)565 is it established. Talk
of bundling a capacity is pretty unclear, but it might mean the following.
The various parts of the capacity to ride a bicycle (balancing, pedalling,
steering) just need to be brought together to bear on the act of riding this
bicycle. It can then be exercised immediately. This is the point of Ploti-
nus’ distinction between those powers that require time between their es-
tablishment and their exercise and those that do not.566 Thus some ca-
pacities need time, to mature, as it were, perhaps like being a skilled sai-
lor. In such capacities there is a temporal element involved. There is a
connection between the concept of time and memory which there is
not in the idea of a capacity such as riding a bicycle. Memories need
time to mature, before we can say that we really remember something
we have experienced. But Plotinus lays himself open to the objection
that, unlike Aristotle,567 he nowhere justifies using the relationship be-
tween memory and time, which this argument turns on. Furthermore,

561 IV 6 3 55–63: 7Eti t_m aQsh¶seym tup¾seym oqj oqs_m, p_r oXºm te t±r lm¶lar
jatow±r t_m oqj 1mteh´mtym oqd³ tμm !qwμm eWmai ; ûAkkf eQ d¼mal¸r tir ja· paqa-
sjeuμ pq¹r t¹ 6toilom, p_r oqw ûla, !kkf vsteqom eQr !mapºkgsim t_m aqt_m
1qwºleha ; û‚G fti tμm d¼malim de? oXom 1pist/sai ja· 2toil²sashai. ToOto c±q
ja· 1p· t_m %kkym dum²leym bq_lem eQr t¹ poi/sai d d¼mamtai 2toilafol´mym
ja· t± l³m eqh¼r, t± d´, eQ sukk´naimto 2aut²r, 1qcafol´mym.

562 See IV 6 1 1–5.
563 AHA’s trans.
564 Cf. Philebus 34B10-C2, above p. 19.
565 IV 6 3 63. What does it mean? To collect, gather one’s strength, so that it can be

exercised? See LSJ s.v. I 2 F. Euripides Phoenissae 850, Plato, Phaedo 83A: the
soul collects itself from the distractions of the body (cf. Plotinus I 6 5 7),
Plato, Axiochus 370E: rally oneself from weakness.

566 IV 6 3 61–63. Are there other powers that require time like memory – or is it sui
generis? Pregnancy – ripening?

567 Above p. 32.
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at this point he is apparently thinking of perceptual memory, that is
memory of a temporally fixed perception in one’s life. And this too
needs arguing for, like the use of time. For he thinks that there are
two kinds of memory, namely also one for ideas.568

However, Plotinus does not use the relationship with time to isolate
memory from other capacities, for he thinks that there is a whole range of
capacities which require time for them to be exercised at all.569 Nonethe-
less, his phrasing here reminds one of the account of perceptual memory.
The capacity is there said to be “in labour and ready with” the objects of
memory.570 And it would seem to be true that the capacity for memory
cannot be exercised without some perception happening beforehand.571

Here we touch on the derivative nature of memory, as it was called in
the Introduction.572 We all have the capacity for memory, but without ac-
tual, previous perception, memory cannot be exercised. A first experience
could never be a memory.573 However, as we have seen, that is not the way
Plotinus justifies the time-dependence of memory.

The next argument equates capacity with a talent or developed dispo-
sition. Memory and quickness of mind are not the same capacity, just as
being a good boxer and being a good runner are not.574 In some people
the one talent is dominant, and in others, it is the other one. Plotinus as-

568 But perhaps it is possible to see some form of preparation for the use of concepts,
leading to the realisation of this power which is comparable to the later recall of
previous experience and which could be described as collection or bundling
namely, the whole business of learning the articulation of concepts that dialectic
constitutes. Plotinus does think that the recollection of ideas occurs without ref-
erence to time (IV 3 25 33–34, below p. 144). On his conception of dialectic see
fn. 809.

569 Cf. perhaps IV 6 3 34–35; Cf. for a time elapsed between perception and recall
De mem. 1 449b15–18, 2 451a29–30.

570 IV 6 3 19–20 above p. 118.
571 Cf. IV 4 6 2–4, see above p. 70 for Aristotle’s account of the previous percep-

tion.
572 P.1.
573 See above on first perceptions in Aristotle p. 70.
574 IV 6 3 63–70 C¸cmomtai d³ ¢r 1p· t¹ pok» oqw oR aqto· lm¶lomer ja· !cw¸moi [pok-

k²jir] fti oqw B aqtμ d¼malir 2jat´qou, ¦speq oqdf b aqt¹r pujtij¹r ja·
dqolijºr7 1pijqatoOsi c±q %kkai 1m %kk\ Qd´ai. Ja¸toi oqj 1j¾kue t¹m "stima-
soOm 5womta pkeomen¸ar xuw/r !macim¾sjeim t± je¸lema, oqd³ t¹mta¼t, Nu´mta
tμm toO p²sweim ja· 5weim t¹ p²hor !dumal¸am jejt/shai. Plotinus is continuing
a discussion about the relation between memory and other intellectual capacities :
HS cf. De mem. 1 449b7, also (HBT), along with IV 3 29 16, n. on !cw¸moi Re-
public 495B5.
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sumes that capacities are like potentates that always strive for dominance
over each other, so that only one can rule.575 However, the examples of
boxer and runner are not suitable as comparisons with memory, since
the difference between two talents does not mean that the whole basis
for the talent is a capacity in Plotinus’ sense. There can be, for example,
parts of the body which are also responsible for a talent, indeed the ex-
amples Plotinus gives are surely due in part to physique. One might
well see an attack against materialism here: for example the mix of the
body does not need to be appealed to if the simple difference of capacity
between memory and sharp wits explains their dominance in different
people. Plotinus wishes to draw the conclusion that if memory was mere-
ly imprinting then a talent such as quick-mindedness would not hinder
the person concerned from reading off the impressions and so having a
good memory.576 Since he thinks that the two capacities compete, and
one of them has to win, he has an argument against the impression theory
of memory.

Plotinus is here tackling an old and important question, the relation
between intelligence and memory, so a few words on the background is in
order. The question is important, because the capacity to learn is obvious-
ly closely connected to memory, and it is debated in Aristotle and Plato.
Plato thinks that the abilities occur in parallel : those able to learn
(eqlahe

7
ir) are the same as those with a good memory (lm^lomer).577

This leaves open the possibility that the connection between the two ca-
pacities is actually quite weak. Aristotle denies that there is a parallelism
when he draws a distinction between the slow people who have a good
memory and the quick people who are good at calling things to
mind.578 His position here is also dependent on his view that it is the con-
crete living things we are talking about. For there would appear to be a
causal connection between the bodily constitution of each kind of person
and their memory or their quick wittedness. Apparently, slow people pre-
serve impressions better than those who are quick; and the quickness of
the latter may be connected to the role of change in recollection. They

575 Kleist 1883: 151, ‘die Herrschaft der einen Kraftform schließt die der anderen
aus’.

576 He seems to shift from arguing that the people with a good memory and a quick
mind are not the same, since the power is different, to saying that a quick mind
interferes with a good memory, and this would not be the case if memory were
impressions.

577 Theaetetus 194D2–3, cf. Laws IV 710C6.
578 See De mem. 1 449b7–8 and cf. 2 451b14–16.
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recollect better because the representations follow one another more
quickly.

As we have seen, Plotinus denies any connection between body and
memory. We have been discussing the consequences of his view of mem-
ory, as revealed in his explanations of phenomena using a capacity for
memory. We can now turn to some of the assumptions on which these
explanations are based. Plotinus explains the concept of memory using
that of the soul, without any mention of body, and this enables him to
argue for the non-material nature of memory. For he has a peculiar
view of the way that the soul, and its attributes, are related to its activities
and capacities. The most important attribute of the soul is that it has no
magnitude, or, in a more modern idiom, it is not extended, unlike
body.579 This quality applies to all further attributes of soul, and this is
one aspect of Plotinus’ thought that one has to grasp before approaching
the next argument.580 The other aspect is that capacities in general are not
extended, even in those cases where they require body for their exercise.581

While the organ of seeing is extended,582 because it is corporeal, the abil-
ity to see is not, and is not, for example, spatially divisible. Put more gen-
erally, because soul is not extended, any attribute of soul is also non-ex-
tended, and capacities are prominent among the attributes of souls.
Therefore memory as a capacity which is not to be explained by material
impressions fits well into the wider perspective of Plotinus’ psychology.
Clearly, he is arguing here from the immateriality of the soul for the the-
sis that memory is a capacity. This argument simply assumes his concept
of a capacity.

At the end of the chapter, and hence of the whole work on perception
and memory, he makes some more general observations about the status
of his views on the soul as the result of his investigations, as opposed to
the more usual views which are, in contrast, due to deception by the
senses.583 He thinks that it is a mistake to conceive of the soul as analo-

579 See IV 1 and IV 7 1–8; on the relation between the unextendedness of soul and
other attributes of soul, see Emilsson 1991.

580 IV 6 3 70–71.
581 See above fn. 494, 547.
582 Cf. Aristotle’s remark, De an. II 12 424a25 ff.
583 IV 6 3 71–79 Ja· fkyr t± peq· xuwμm p²mt( oq haulast¹m %kkom tqºpom 5weim, C

¢r rpeik¶vasim rp¹ toO lμ 1net²feim %mhqypoi, C ¢r pqºweiqoi aqto?r 1piboka· 1n
aQshgt_m 1cc¸momtai di’ bloiot¶tym !pat_sai. OXom c±q 1m p¸manim C d´ktoir
cecqall´mym cqall²tym, ovtyr peq· t_m aQsh¶seym ja· toO lmglome¼eim di²jeim-
tai, ja· oute oR s_la aqtμm tih´lemoi bq_sim, fsa !d¼mata t0 rpoh´sei aqt_m

3.1 Against impressions: memory as an active capacity 137



gous to something material, such as a piece of wax which can take on im-
pressions. His opponents, materialists or Aristotelians, who think that
soul is a body or the form of a body, are said to use the model of letters
written on tablets or panels for perception and memory. But they fail to
see the impossibilities, i. e. contradictions, which arise from their hypoth-
esis. As we have seen,584 this passage is useful because one can use it to
understand what Plotinus thinks he himself is doing in the last long
part of Chapter 3, namely showing how his hypothesis does not give
rise to contradictions, because the phenomena which he wants to explain
do not contradict his hypothesis. Put positively, the concept of the soul is
assumed, and then used to explain the phenomena.585

If we assume these arguments are directed against Aristotle among
others, how successful are they? Plotinus’ strategy is weak in that he
does not argue that the involvement of body in memory need not pre-
clude memory being the capacity of a living thing. Only if he can be
sure that soul is not the form of a living thing, can he assume that his
arguments for memory being a capacity are effective arguments against
the Aristotelian position. And indeed, this proof forms part of his impor-
tant early treatise proving the immortality of the soul.586 Nonetheless, Ar-
istotle’s view of the soul as an actuality which includes capacities remains
tenable on his own assumptions. For just as he thinks that the perceptive
organs are identical with the capacity to perceive, but different in being,
in the case of memory he can hold the view that concrete living things do
have the relevant capacity, which is identical with their body, more exactly
with the central organ, and so require the existence of the body, without
depriving himself of the concept of capacity and its actualisation.

sulba¸mei, oute oR !s¾latom. His opponents are both those who have conducted
no investigation (non-philosophers) but also the materialists, who have been de-
ceived by the senses. Kleist (1883: 152) points out that in IV 7 the thesis that the
soul is not a body is both proved and serves to prove further theses about the
soul.

584 Above p. 121.
585 The procedure is thus a variant of the Phaedo’s (99D-102A) hypothetical method.
586 IV 7, against the Peripatetics Ch. 84-5.
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3.2 The subject of memory in life and after death

3.2.1 The soul as the subject of memory and as the reason for its two
objects

We have seen that Plotinus distinguishes two kinds of memory by their
objects, namely experiences and ideas. This distinction recurs as the
first move in his treatment of the question of what the subject of memory
is.587 He is interested in this problem because in his view the soul contin-
ues to live after death without a body until it is reincarnated.588 The ques-
tion is which stages of the soul’s post-corporeal existence have memory,
and which do not. His main interest lies in showing that it is the soul
that is the subject of memory, in fact only the soul which passes between
states, that is to say those souls which sometimes are embodied and some-
times not. Souls, like those of the stars, which remain in a certain form of
existence, are without memory since they do not migrate. So it is migra-
tory, human souls that are the subject of memory.

At the outset of the enquiry,589 Plotinus says that the definition of
memory has often been given elsewhere, and so needs no further discus-
sion. Since there is no discussion of the definition either in The problems
about the soul, or in any work which predates it, this is probably a refer-
ence to the philosophical tradition of investigating memory. However,
Plotinus did go on to define memory later, as we saw in the last section,
where we considered two texts which should be considered as defini-

587 Plotinus’ longest treatment of memory comes from the important work which
Porphyry gave the title On problems connected with the soul (peq· xuw/r !poq¸ym),
IV 3, 4 and 5. In his Life of Plotinus (Ch. 5), Porphyry gives them the numbers
27, 28 and 29 in the chronological series. He also gives them the simpler titles
On the soul I, II and III. The idea that the work is aporetic in character is derived
from the first four lines of IV 3. Porphyry split this treatise in three, for his own
reasons. The first important division, between IV 3 and IV 4, falls more or less in
the middle of the treatment of memory in the human soul. This investigation
runs from IV 3 25-IV 4 5. Thus we restrict ourselves to the treatment of memory
in human souls, and do not discuss the question of memory in the other souls
(souls of heavenly bodies, the world soul) in IV 4 6–17. Our exposition will fol-
low its course, since the discussion is systematic, and programmatically follows
the human soul in its peregrinations from corporeal existence to contemplation
of the ideas.

588 IV 3 24.
589 IV 3 25 8–9.
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tions.590 Before turning to the enquiry into the subject of memory it is
worth recalling the main features of memory according to the definitions.
Apart from anything else, we will then see what the connection is between
the soul as the subject of memory and the two objects of memory. I think
that the definition is not merely compatible with the discussion of the
subject of memory. The latter deepens our understanding of the way in
which Plotinus conceives of memory. Core aspects of these quasi defini-
tions are that memory is a capacity of the soul which is related to the two
basic activities of the soul, perceiving and thinking. Furthermore, mem-
ory relates to things that appear to the soul, and can make these things
‘shine out’, that is, I take it, the soul can call them to mind.591 A large
part of our discussion will be concerned with the way the soul does
this, namely by using vamtas_a. The definition leads us to expect the
use of vamtas_a in memory because of its relationship to things that ap-
pear to us, that is, things represented to us. In due course, we will review
the arguments that Plotinus appeals to for the use of vamtas¸a, and so, of
course, we will be concerned with the nature of vamtas¸a.

The idea that there is a connection between the subjects of memory
and what memory is, is one that we have met in Aristotle. Several aspects
of the relation between subject and memory from Aristotle’s treatment
may be mentioned. At the most trivial, or least explanatory, level he
says that people with good memories are slow, as opposed to good recol-
lectors, who are quick. More serious is the restriction of memory to ani-
mals which can perceive time; and the exclusion of animals from posses-
sion of recollection on the grounds that it is a kind of deliberation. Turn-
ing to his definition of memory, it mentions representation, and repre-
sentation is a change arising from perception and perception is a change
in the soul mediated by the body. Ergo memory implies body. Since
memory is one of the subjects of the Parva Naturalia, we should anyway

590 Above pp. 120, 124.
591 There are, however, two puzzles about this mention of a definition of memory in

IV 3 25. On the one hand, none of the questions about the subject of memory,
discussed in IV 3 25–4 5, as far as humans are concerned, are apparently made
superfluous by the definition. This is surprising, since one would expect a defi-
nition of a predicate to make clear the kinds of things it can be attributed to as its
subject. On the other hand, although in this discussion mention is made of the
definition, it appears to do no work in the investigation. Why even mention the
definition, if it apparently needs not to be called on to decide important ques-
tions in the enquiry itself ?
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expect it to be common to body and soul.592 For Plotinus, in contrast, if
memory can be defined without mentioning or implying any mention of
body, then there is a prospect that the soul alone can have memory, at
least in some stages of its existence.

Looking back at what we have already found in Plotinus’ work, we
notice that several other aspects of the treatment of the definition in
IV 6 3 are of importance here. Firstly, there was the distinction between
two kinds of memory, memory of perception and of ideas; Plotinus en-
visaged furthermore the possibility of finding a definition common to
both kinds, explaining why both fall under the concept of memory.
The question about the unity of memory will crop up in various forms
in the discussion we are now beginning. There are two fundamental
ways in which this unity may be challenged: by the division either of
the subject or of the object of memory. Either what is remembered is
not unitary, or what does the remembering is not.

An aspect of the relation between the subject of memory and memory
itself is the modesty of memory. Memory includes some form of reference
to what happened earlier. This fact has important consequences for the
possible subject of memory. It entails subjects existing through time.
These subjects must be able to grasp time, and hence be involved in
and aware of different cognitive states. Plotinus uses this aspect of mem-
ory to exclude the souls of the heavenly bodies’ and the soul of the cos-
mos from being subjects of memory.593 Despite the fact that for Plotinus
time is very closely related to the soul,594 in that it is the life of the soul,
he excludes the souls of heavenly bodies, and of the cosmos from having
memory, although they are temporally organised.595 In the case of these
souls, the contemplation of ideas and god is uninterrupted. Since they
have lost nothing, that is, have forgotten nothing, for example, though
involvement with body, they do not have to recover anything through
!m\lmgsir. Thus Plotinus tries to show that they do not fulfil the condi-
tions for being capable of memory. This is the case although, of course,
they are involved in process in a very broad sense, in that the heavenly

592 Above p. 24.
593 IV 4 6–17.
594 III 7 11, but also IV 4 15 and 17. See Smith 1996, 1998, Beierwaltes 1967.
595 in IV 4 6–15. AHA (ad loc. p. 113) refers to IV 4 16–17 for the discussion of

the question whether divine beings have memory; this seems too restrictive; the
discussion begins at ch. 6.
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bodies revolve. Nonetheless, he does not think that the succession they
experience is suited to giving them memory, because of its regularity.596

Soul possesses thought and perception as characteristic capacities and
activities at different phases in its existence. It is with reference to these
phases that Plotinus proposes the investigation of memory.597 He asks:
just when do “the souls themselves” have memory? In order to answer
this question he turns to the subject of memory. That is, in sentences
of the form “X remembers Y”, we want to know what kinds of things
can take the position of X. In answer to the question, Plotinus will
offer us the following possibilities.598 The composite being, and so all in-
volvement of body, is dismissed. Turning to the soul itself, Plotinus dis-
tinguishes between two candidates, the higher soul and a “less clear soul”
in us, which we have from the cosmos, and he then asks which is the sub-
ject of memory.599 His answer is that both have memory. Since we will be
following the course of his exposition we will discuss this answer at length
when we come to it.600

Further questions601 raised by Plotinus at the outset give the enquiry
more detailed aims, to wit, which part or capacity of the soul explains
memory, and what the nature of the “animal” is, should it be responsible
for memory.602 The final question is whether the same faculty is respon-
sible for the apperception (!mtikalb\meshai) of thoughts and percepts,
and hence might serve to remember them. These questions provide the
rationale for key steps in the enquiry, in which Plotinus tries to prove
that soul, and not the body or the concrete, is the subject of memory,

596 IV 3 25 20–24
597 IV 3 25 1–5.
598 HS (ad IV 3 25 35–37) cite an important Aristotelian text (De an. I 4 408b13–

18) in which Aristotle says that the soul is not the subject of psychic activities but
rather the composite with the soul. See esp. I 1 for Plotinus’ discussion of the
subject of different mental states and activities.

599 The composite Ch. 26, below p. 146.
600 The two souls Ch. 27, below p. 157.
601 The final section of IV 3 25, lines 34–45, provides a more precise version of the

question what the subject of memory is; it is explicitly an improvement on the
start. At the start of the chapter, lines 1–3, the question is merely when, in their
different phases, which souls themselves have memory, and for how long. In con-
trast, the end of the chapter develops the question anew, offering the prospect of
a serious discussion of the possibilities.

602 IV 3 25 41–44. The nature of the living thing is the subject of I 1.
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that both souls have memory, and that it is vamtas_a which is responsible
for memory of both perceptions and thoughts.603

Let us now turn in a little more detail to the distinction between two
kinds of memory which Plotinus makes before turning to the question of
the subject of memory. The distinction is based on the objects of mem-
ory,604 as already mentioned. Firstly, there is memory of things acquired
(1pajt|r), experiences and things learnt, and secondly memory of one’s
own thinking.605 How is one to explain the first kind of memory? The
central point is that the object of memory is acquired. If both experiences
(pah^lata) and things learned, theorems (lah^lata), can be remem-
bered, it would seem that the decisive point about the content of memory
in this sense is that there is a time when one was not in possession, and
then a time when one was in possession, of the relevant cognition.606 The
content of the cognition itself may be temporally characterised or not (for
example: Socrates was pale last summer and: pale is a colour). Plotinus
talks of experiences (pah^lata) here: Are these of the body or the soul
or the composite? That is, does this kind of memory actually require a
body insofar as the original perception requires one? Yes, the experiences
are bodily. We perceive only when we have a body,607 and presumably,
insofar as learning usually requires sense organs, we cannot learn when
not in the body.608 This view seems to be made necessary by the fact
that neither the impassible, here: moOr, nor things which are not in
time have this kind of memory. So the acquisition of this kind of memory
is something related to the past.609

603 The concrete animal is a mixture of body and soul and is not responsible for
memory (Chapter 26). The capacity of soul responsible for memory-percepts
is vamtas¸a (Chapter 29), and also for that of thoughts (Chapter 30).

604 Chapter 25.
605 IV 3 25 10–24 and 25–40.
606 Cf. IV 4 6 2–3.
607 Cf. IV 3 26 46–50.
608 He does seem to think that spirits (da¸lomer) and souls hold conversations, none-

theless (IV 3 18 20–24).
609 This kind of memory is the same as that in IV 6 3 16–19 in which the capacity

towards some perceptible (aQshgt²), is strengthened, thus enabling the soul to
make the perceptible shine out in itself. They have no cognition of the before
and after, and so are unable to remember such things. See above p. 117. Plotinus
excludes certain subjects (god, being, intellect) from being subjects of memory
(IV 3 25 11–14; it is strange that he speaks of the impassible here, since this
of course includes the soul, and yet these memories must belong to the soul,
at least insofar as it is in a body). The point cannot be that there can be no mem-
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When we turn to the second of the two kinds of memory, we notice
something curious, namely, “the other form of memory” (6teqom eWdor
lm^lgr)610 is, to begin with, said to be not memory at all. Plotinus
says that one should not say that one has memory of one’s own think-
ing.611 The reason for this is that the soul is always thinking; and so
thinking is not acquired in contrast to experiences and things learnt,612

and nor does thinking have to be retained, so that it does not go away.
Further, since this thinking is not dated there is no time involved in
this kind of memory. This would seem to be the decisive point: memory
is always of the past613 and eternity is not in any temporal relation to what
is in time. Plotinus does, however, weaken his objection to speaking of
“memory” here to the extent that he says that it is not memory in the
same way; “hence”614 he can allow that it is memory in some sense.

What is this sense? Plotinus says that the ancients were accustomed to
attribute “memory in the sense of recollection” (lm^lgm jaì !m\lmgsim) to
those who actualised their capacity to think.615 We will turn to the ques-
tion of the identity of the ancients in a moment. What is Plotinus claim-
ing here? It is an attractive thought that in Plotinus’ view exercise of such

ory of god, being or intellect, since this kind of memory is defined by its object.
That there cannot be memory of these things, at least not in the same sense as
there is of acquired knowledge, is the point of the second part of the chapter.
Intellect is excluded from being an object of memory in IV 4 1; on eternity
and being cf. IV 4 1 13, II 5 3 8.

610 IV 3 25 33.
611 IV 3 25 25–35. There are other passages where Plotinus speaks of the process of

retrieving one’s thought, and hence one’s eternal nature, through recollection III
7 1, V 1 1, IV 8 1, V 3 2 13–14 (this last one seems to be a concept of !m²lmgsir
that includes recollection of experiences). Memory of the self, i. e. of our experi-
ences, will be discussed at other stages in the soul’s cycle. See below p. 201 on IV
4 2.

612 IV 3 25 25.
613 IV 4 6 2–3; on timelessness and moOr see Beierwaltes 1967: 72–3, n. 45., Mer-

lan 1963: 72–77, esp. 76 n 2.
614 to¸mum l. 27.
615 IV 3 25 31–33. I take ja· as epexegetic. Warren (1965: 258) translates lines 31–

33 as follows: “the ancients seem to have attributed memory in the form of (ja·)
recollection to those activating what they have.” He thinks that Plotinus (in con-
trast to McCumber 1978) rules out Platonic !m²lmgsir and confines himself to
memory proper: the re-cognition of a prior event, sensible events in ch. 25, 26,
29, concepts of discursive reason in ch. 30 and 31. On IV 3 30 see below p. 179.
There is no need to see the present text as excluding recollection, if this is just the
task of getting back to thinking Forms, rather than the thinking itself. Getting
back to the Forms of course requires the exercise of discursive reason.
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a capacity would be recollection of what is in one’s nature, that is, the
retrieval of what is innate. It is recollection because it is recovery of
what is already in the soul. Thus memory here is not due to retaining
something. As already noted, we do not need to do that in the case of
our thinking ideas because that is in our nature. The soul always thinks
even if it does not do so consciously. But what we do need to do is rec-
ollect that thinking is in our nature by exercising this capacity. That is to
say, we become conscious of our thinking the ideas. We can awaken this
capacity, which has its basis in what we are, and bring the ideas to clarity
by exercising it.616 This exercise of the capacity is recollection, and Ploti-
nus is talking about this as a form of remembering here (lmglome}eim).
Although Plotinus’ wording here – “the ancients were accustomed etc.”
– suggests that he does not accept this way of speaking, this appearance
is deceptive. For he does go on to talk at length about memory of
thoughts,617 and he does in the end say that it is a form of memory,
just not the same as that for experiences.

Let us turn to the ancients. Before asking who they are, it is worth
noting the authority they are invested with, and also the fact that no
name is mentioned. Plotinus clearly thinks that tradition is a guide to
truth, quite independently of any particular thinkers.618 So the question
of who exactly is meant here is not so urgent. Nonetheless, a comparison
with Plato is instructive, especially the Phaedo. There are, as a matter of
fact, decisive differences between Plotinus and Plato. To begin with, the
condition that this kind of memory, memory of ideas, is not connected to
time seems to fit none of Plato’s accounts of memory or rather
!m\lmgsir. The concept of !m\lmgsir in the Philebus has no particular
connection to ideas.619 In the Phaedo there is no explicit theoretical dis-
tinction between memory and recollection, in the sense we found in Ar-

616 This is the concept of recollection from III 6 and IV 6 3 10–15, above p. 120,
124.

617 IV 3 30.
618 Boys-Stones (2001) argues that in post-Hellenistic philosophy, above all from the

second century AD, thinkers looked for traces of the privileged wisdom of the
first generations of mankind. Platonists were then those thinkers who thought
Plato presented a reliable reconstruction of this wisdom. This is the point of
V 1 8 10–14 where Plotinus says he relies on Plato’s writings as evidence that
the views are old. V 1 8–9 provide a doxography justifying Plotinus’ own
views; see Atkinson 1983: 191–2. Cf. also III 7 1 13–14, II 9 6 37, 51–52,
VI 4 16 4–7.

619 See above p. 18. On the Phaedrus, where there is a distinction between recollec-
tion and memory, and recollection is related to ideas, see above fn 22.
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istotle, that is a distinction between the immediate availability of past ex-
periences without a search in memory, and recollection as the deliberate
search for experiences which are not available.620 In the Phaedo, the point
of departure is the parallel between retrieval of experiences and retrieval
of ideas. Both processes have the same structure. In both cases recollec-
tion presupposes prior cognition, and, usually, also the forgetting of
the thing to be remembered.621 The main difference is that in the case
of ideas, forgetting plays a crucial role. There is of course no suggestion
that really we are thinking the ideas all the time. Yet this is the idea behind
the way Plotinus conceives of innate ideas, and is of course one reason
that he is so concerned to distinguish recollection of ideas from the mem-
ory of acquired experiences. Ideas are in us because we are thinking them
the whole time, even when we are not conscious of doing so. So we can
understand Plotinus not making such a direct reference to Plato.622

Now we have distinguished the two forms of memory, we can turn to
the question of what it is that plays the role of the subject of memory.

3.2.2 Against the corporeality of memory

We now turn to a crucial aspect of Plotinus’ concept of memory, to wit
that body plays no role in it. This aspect of his theory has been touched
upon in his arguments against impression theories of memory.623 His sup-
port for his theory and attack on impression theories was based partly on
his view of soul and partly on phenomena connected with memory. The
arguments we shall now discuss are of a more fundamental nature, con-
nected directly to how we understand the soul, the body and the concrete
living thing. In this section we will review his arguments for the thesis
that neither body nor the concrete living thing are suited to being the
subject of memory, and then turn to his positive arguments for the thesis
that only an unalterable (“impassible”) soul can account for memory, and
the associated phenomena connected with awareness. Finally, we will
show that the treatment of memory is the only place where Plotinus

620 HS refer here to Phaedo 71E2–7. On the Phaedo, see Introduction p. 14.
621 Introduction p. 14: Condition 1. 73C1 and condition 4. 73E1–3. For condition

4 cf. 76A1–4.
622 Contrast e. g. IV 8 1, where he turns to Plato explicitly, after running through

rapidly other accounts of the soul’s ascent, but notes that Plato does not always
say the same things.

623 Above p. 124.
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may be held to mention what is sometimes called an “astral body” for the
soul, a vehicle that carries it when it is not in an earthly body. We shall see
that there are good reasons in the concept of memory for him to make
this radical deviation from his normal doctrine.

Now for the first step towards proving that the soul, indeed a certain
capacity of the soul, is responsible for memory. Plotinus must show that
body cannot perform this task, either on its own or in company with the
soul.624 He proceeds by presenting his opponents’ arguments and then re-
futing them. The first argument for memory being common to body and
soul625 starts from the idea that perception is common to body and soul.
The implication is that because perception is common to body and soul,
and because memory builds on perception, therefore, by preserving it,
memory must also be common to body and soul.626 Plotinus obviously
thinks, mistakenly, that his opponents have to admit a change in the
soul, if body and soul are involved in memory.

Hence Plotinus wants to show that the soul can use bodily instru-
ments without being changed. In his argument against his opponents,
Plotinus compares functions common to body and soul with weaving
or boring. The craftsman uses his tools627 and the tools undergo change,
and serve the craftsman. The craftsman serves as the soul in the compar-
ison. The soul then receives the imprinting of the body, either from the
body628 or in form of the perceptual judgement which the soul makes on
the basis of the affection of the body. The argument against attributing
memory to both body and soul is that, even if the imprinting initially

624 The chapter is best divided in two: lines 1–40 shows that various possibilities of
memory being common to body and soul do not work as explanations of mem-
ory; and lines 40–56 show that soul is an independent nature, some of whose
capacities require organs for their actualisation.

625 IV 3 26 1–12.
626 This line of argument has much in common with Aristotle, who argues that the

most important phenomena connected with animals are common to body and
soul, just because they stand in a variety of relations to perception. See above
p. 24.

627 IV 3 26 3–4; HS cf. De an. I 4 408b13.
628 This is puzzling, in view of the fact that the soul cannot on Plotinus’ view under-

go such experiences; hence Emilsson’s conclusion that perception for Plotinus is
the formation of a judgement on the basis of bodily affection (above p. 108). On
judgement (jq¸sir) see Emilsson 1988: 78–82. Also see the parallel in IV 4 23
37–40. The most important texts on perception are IV 4 23, IV 5 and IV 6
1–2. Which of these possibilities is actually the case need not be decided
here, since all that is at issue is the involvement of body in memory.
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came through the body, that does not mean that the preservation of the
imprinting requires the body. It is the soul that preserves or casts off the
imprinting.629 Hence memory does not need to be common to body and
soul.630 Quite how631 soul is meant to preserve the “impression” in mem-
ory Plotinus does not say. Presumably he has his own theory in mind ac-
cording to which psychic impressions are involved. Thus this argument
claims that the impressions needed for memory are entirely non-corpo-
real, they are purely psychic. Hence the argument is compatible with Plo-
tinus’ own theory that memory consists in an active strengthening of a
psychic capacity.

The second argument for memory belonging to body and soul which
Plotinus counters here starts from the idea that different mixtures of the
body may influence the capacity for memory. An example for this kind
of theory is Aristotle’s one for explaining that the old and the very
young have bad memories because of their bodily constitution. Hence bod-
ily mixtures can only influence memory because memory is common to
body and soul. Plotinus uses two strategies against this view. To start
with, he allows that body can be a hindrance, but he maintains that
even if we have a concrete living thing with memory, its memory is due
to soul not body. Quite how he envisages body being a hindrance to mem-
ory, he does not say; clearly he does not think that the soul is literally hin-
dered by body, for it cannot be affected. Presumably, in Plotinus’ own view
the hindrance is in the form of a distraction, a bodily interest that diverts
the soul from the memory in question. For example, a banquet might dis-
tract an orator from remembering a speech. Secondly, he points out that his
opponents have no answer to the question of why the body should be re-
sponsible for the memory of things learnt (l²hgsir). The idea is presum-
ably that while body is involved in perception, and hence may be involved
in the memory of perceptions, there is no prima facie reason whatever for
body being involved in the memory of propositions (e. g. theorems) which
cannot be perceived.

Plotinus’ next two arguments632 against the corporeality of memory
discuss the question of just what the concrete living thing is,633 so that

629 IV 3 26 12 aqt¶m. HS interpret this as tμm t¼pysim.
630 This view of memory is very close to what Plato says about recollection in the

Philebus ; see above p. 18.
631 Cf. IV 3 25 43, p. 178.
632 IV 3 26 18–22, 22–24.
633 A question asked at the end of Chapter IV 3 25 43–44.
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it can be excluded from being the subject of memory. He denies that the
living thing is a third thing besides the body and soul. The most impor-
tant reason is that he does not accept a mixture between body and soul, as
though soul were only potentially in the living thing.634 This argument
should be seen in the context of the Stoics’ view that body and soul
are mixed in such a way that they constitute a living thing. This form
of mixture (jq÷sir) represents one way of constituting things in Stoic
theory, whereby something new comes about from the mixture, leaving
the ingredients only potentially present. Plotinus’ first objection to this
view is that body and soul cannot make a third thing, because then
soul would only be potentially in the mixture, and that is to say no longer
actually there; and for Plotinus it is obvious that a living thing has an ac-
tual soul. The second argument concedes for the sake of argument that
the living thing is a mixture, but denies that even then the concrete
thing would be what remembers. For635 even if there were a mixture,
soul would be responsible for remembering, in the way that the sweetness
in honey-wine is due to the honey.636 Plotinus’ understanding of mixture
is such that one can still attribute some quality, for example, to one of the
ingredients and not the whole. This represents a weakening of the idea of
mixture, in that then soul is actually present, not merely potentially there.

The weakness of the comparison with honey-wine lies in the fact that
sweetness is merely an attribute due to the honey, and the honey can exist
independently. Remembering is something like an attribute; and if Plo-
tinus goes on to say that it is due to soul, which, he implicitly assumes, can
exist independently, then of course he has assumed part of his position. For
his opponents want to say that soul only exists in a body-soul compound,
and so the body plays at least the role of a contributing cause to memory.
Hence, body is necessary for the soul’s existence and so plays a causative
role in all the soul’s activities.

Plotinus goes on to use a thought-experiment to show that body need
have no role in explaining memory.637 He suggests a way the soul could
need body in order to explain memory using impressions, only to deny

634 Cf. De gen. et corr. I 10 327b15–22. For Aristotle, soul cannot be affected by
body, and so too for Plotinus. A prime example of mixture (“blending”) for the
Stoics is that of the soul in a living body (LS 48 C Alexander On mixture
216,14–218,6 = SVF 2 473). An extended critique of Stoic views on the soul
is to be found in IV 7 2–82.

635 IV 3 26 22–24.
636 For other relations between body-soul and 1mtek´weia, see IV 7 85.
637 lines 25–35.
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that there is really any need for body, if one understands the impressions
correctly. He puts forwards the hypothesis that it is the soul that is re-
sponsible for memory but that by being in body it is “impure” and has
acquired a quasi quality638 that enables it to play this role in the explan-
ation of memory. In this way, having a place by being “with body”, it can
take on impressions.639 To have impressions (t}poi), on a materialist view,
one needs more than mere extension, one needs a material that offers at
least some resistance to the pressure from the ring. So the thought experi-
ment is to suggest that this quality of resistance might be given to the soul
by being in the body, and the answer to this suggestion is simply to deny
that there is really any “pushing”, even in the case of sense perception,
where clearly the body is involved. So impressions in perception, and
other psychic activities, are not like seal-impressions, where there is a
counter-pressure. Perception is like thinking, and there is no pushing
or counter-pressure in thinking, nor is there, for Plotinus, any need for
body or a bodily quality.640 In this way he is able to defend his concept
of psychic impressions, which can be involved in perception, thought
and memory, without any pushing or resistance, and hence without
any reliance on the body.

We have seen that Plotinus is not an all-out opponent of impressions,
merely of material ones.641 According to this passage, two attributes do
not belong to impressions, extension and (limited) resistance to change.
It is striking how literally he takes the image of sealing and impressions
to derive arguments against his opponents. One may well doubt whether
any serious proponent of impressions in memory attributed a kind of re-
sistance to them, with the implication that something material takes on
the impression and exerts a counter-pressure. Plotinus himself is quite

638 ¦speq poiyhe?sa, AHA: “a kind of special quality”. This peculiar formulation
would seem to be due to Plotinus, and not the Stoics, for whom the idea that
the soul is modified presents no problems; on their view of perception see
SVF I 484, II 343.

639 Of course, one of the problems with the idea that the soul takes on impressions
for Plotinus is that the soul is not extended, and if one applies the seal model
strictly, then impressions are extended. However, Plotinus is not operating here
at this basic level; the quasi quality is not extension, although he does point
out that t¼poi are not extensions (IV 3 26 29). For this basic character of the
soul see IV 1 and 2; and cf. IV 7 2–83.

640 IV 3 26 26–34.
641 Above p. 110.
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happy talking about impressions,642 merely he thinks that they are possi-
ble without the soul undergoing change. Rather the soul in having im-
pressions is just as active as it is in thinking. In fact, the argument we
have just considered shows how closely allied he thinks thought and per-
ception are.

None of the arguments so far has tackled the fundamental problem of
soul not existing without a body. Neither does the final argument643 for
attributing memory to the soul alone. It is possible, says Plotinus, for the
soul to have memory of its own impulses (jim^lata), and this shows that
memory belongs to the soul. His example of such an impulse is a de-
sire,644 and the soul can have a desire without this desire reaching the
body, i. e. resulting in action or physical satisfaction, and the soul
could then have a memory of this desire. This memory, since the desire
never reached the body, cannot be attributed to the body. And, as a final
blow against ascribing memory to body, Plotinus asks how one could in
any case attribute cognition to body, since it is not in body’s nature to
know anything at all. This last petitio principii is hardly more than a rhet-
orical flourish.

Finally, we come to the crucial question of the nature of the soul it-
self, and its ability to exist alone.645 He proceeds by dividing activities646

642 See esp. I 1 7 9–17 (AHA trans.): “And soul’s power of sense-perception need
not be perception of sense objects, but rather it must be receptive of the impres-
sions produced by sensation on the living being; these are already intelligible en-
tities. So external sensation is the image (eUdyka) of this perception of the soul,
which is in its essence truer and is a contemplation of forms alone without being
affected. From these forms, from which alone the soul receives its lordship over
the living being, come reasonings and opinions and acts of intuitive intelligence;
and this is precisely where ‘we’ are.” Cf. III 6 1 8–11 (AHA trans.): “But it
would, all the same, be possible to say also about what are called the impressions,
that their character is quite different from what has been supposed (AHA cites
SVF I 141, 484, II 55), and is like that which is also found in acts of thought;
these too are activities, which are able to know without being affected in any way;
and in general our reasoned intention is not to subject the soul to changes and
alterations of the same kind as heatings and coolings of bodies” (AHA cites
SVF I 234, III 459). Plotinus talks of impressions in the soul, also of eUdg,
eUdyka ; s. Emilsson 1988: 162 n. 24 who cites also IV 6 1 38, V 5 1 18.

643 IV 3 26 34–44.
644 The moral effect of a desire is the subject of IV 3 28. The memory that a desire

occurred seems to be what Plotinus has in mind here.
645 IV 3 26 44–56.
646 IV 3 26 39–44.
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of living things into those that are mediated by the body and end647 in the
soul, and those that are merely activities of the soul itself. The point is
that the soul is an (independent) nature (ti jaì v}sim tima) with its
own functioning (5qcom ti), which can have striving (5vesir), such as
the desire (1pihule?m) just discussed, and hence memory of this striving
and its fulfilment (or non-fulfilment) can be present in the soul without
any involvement of the body. How does Plotinus prove this decisive
point, that is, that the soul is an independent nature? The crux of the ar-
gument is that the nature of the soul is not in flux. For if it were, accord-
ing to Plotinus, then there would be no memory. This touches a point
which we have referred to several times, and which goes to the heart of
Plotinus’ treatment, namely the demands that memory makes of its sub-
ject. His thesis is that the subject of memory is not subject to change, in
other words it is, in the jargon, “impassible”. How is this thesis to be
taken? The train of thought leading to the conclusion that impassibility
is necessary for memory is complicated and can be summarised very
roughly as follows. The idea is that only impassibility can preserve iden-
tity, and identity is necessary for various forms of awareness, and so too
for memory. The main point about memory here is the ability to ascribe a
past experience to oneself.

Let us now turn to this train of thought in more detail. The inter-
esting questions can be divided in three. The attribute that soul is said
to have is “not flowing” or “remaining”.648 What does this mean? The
second question concerns the attributes that are said to depend on
this “remaining”. They are co-perception, suma_shgsir, awareness,
paqajoko}hgsir, synthesis s}mhesir, practical understanding oXom
s}mesir. What do these terms mean? And the third question is: how is
the soul’s remaining connected to these attributes?

Two obvious possible meanings for “remaining” are: not subject to
(any) change or maintaining a stable identity. In fact, it seems that for
Plotinus, these are not two distinct possibilities in the case of immaterial
things. We have already seen649 any change whatever in immaterial things

647 k¶ceim. HBT cf. I 1 5 11. On perceptions ending in representation see below p.
173 on IV 3 29 25.

648 IV 3 26 52–54. Brisson (2005: 492) notes the presence of the play on words
remaining (lom¶) and memory (lm¶lg) in De an. I 408b18, and De mem. 2
453b3

649 In a passage from III 6 2 50–54, see above p. 124. Actually remembering some-
thing requires that something happens, but Plotinus, by implication, does not
think that this realisation of a capacity is a change.
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would cause their perishing. The contrast with body seems to support this
view, for body changes and flows, and hence is the cause of forgetful-
ness.650 Thus for Plotinus, the identity of the soul depends on its com-
plete changelessness. This view of the subject of memory may be contrast-
ed with Aristotle. For the latter does think that living things are involved
in change, and yet preserve their identity. Indeed, it is through the regular
change of their metabolisms that they preserve their identity. The soul it-
self is not subject to change, only the concrete living thing.

What about the four terms? I will discuss these difficult concepts
briefly in turn, and suggest tentatively in each case how they are connect-
ed to the idea of identity. The first two (suma_shgsir, paqajoko¼hgsir)
are concerned with consciousness, the third (s}mhesir) is very ambiguous,
and the last (oXom s}mesir) is “something like” practical understanding.
suma_shgsir is a general term for awareness, which sometimes651 belongs
to moOr but not to the soul, and sometimes652 the soul is said to have it.
Here it is obviously being attributed to the soul, in combination with the
latter’s changeless identity.653 We can try taking it here as meaning “co-
perception”. Any perception is at least potentially accompanied by a per-

650 On body as the cause of forgetting when the soul enters a new one see Aristotle
Eudemus Fr. 5. On forgetting and dullness being caused by bodily process cf. Ti-
maeus 87A7.

651 V 3 5 45, 6 33, 13 12–14: moOr thinks itself and has awareness of itself thinking.
For the co-perception of the beast see I 1 11 11: it has an image of the soul along
with the body. For another passage in which co-perception, along with under-
standing, is attributed to nature as a kind of soul, at rest in itself, see III 8 4
18–20.

652 IV 4 2 32.
653 On consciousness and unconsciousness in Plotinus see Schwyzer 1960, Lloyd

1964, Warren 1964, Smith 1978, Schroeder 1987; and the studies of V 3 by
Beierwaltes 1991 and Halfwassen 1994. Schroeder (1987: 687), when discussing
VI 9 6 50–52: “suma¸shgsir and s¼mesir as consciousness of self may also in-
volve a concomitant awareness of the ground of self and being.” He goes on
to suggest that this awareness is designated by s¼mesir in I 6 2 3, where there
is talk of the soul remembering itself. Similarly, with suma¸shgsir referring to
IV 4 2 24–32 (on which see below p. 201). The terms may well have this con-
notation in our passage; after all the point is the independence of the soul, its
having its own function – which is, I take it, to turn to thinking, that is the
ground of the being. Brisson (2005: 242, n. 489 ad loc) has a much more
down to earth approach, with which I am in general more in accord: suma¸shgsir
refers to the association of the soul with its own perceptions, paqajoko¼hgsir is
attention to a process bringing the soul information, and s¼mesir is a synthesis,
sharing (“mettre en commun”) of information.
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ception that it is my perception. There is here then not strict conscious-
ness of oneself,654 but merely the possibility of ascribing a perception to
oneself. If this is the right way to take suma_shgsir here, how is it con-
nected to the changeless identity of the soul? The obvious connection
lies in the fact that the soul can only perceive that a perception belongs
to itself if the soul has an identity. For if the boundaries of its identity
were not circumscribed, if they were fluid, there would be no possibility
of the soul saying which perceptions belong to it and which do not.

This basic form of self-ascription is distinct from paqajoko}hgsir
which is the awareness of what one is doing while one is doing it.655 Plo-
tinus conceives of it as an accompanying action, alongside what one is
doing, and a distraction from the main action. As to the connection be-
tween paqajoko}hgsir and the soul’s identity, the same may be said here
as before about co-perception. As an example, let us consider me reading.
I can only know that I am reading if there is a fact of the matter that I am
reading or not. There has to be a subject with a boundary for the sen-
tence. With both of the reflexive forms of understanding (suma_shgsir,
paqajoko}hgsir), the move from a distinct identity to the possibility of
reflection is fairly clear.

Let us turn to the second pair, synthesis and s}mesir. The first would
seem to refer here to a cognitive act of synthesis on the part of the soul,
and the second, some form of practical understanding. In order to con-
nect these terms to the idea of the identity of the soul I think that a me-
diating step should be taken via the idea of unity. A bounded self is a
unity, and only if there is a unity, can any forms of synthesis such as
acts of perception or understanding be performed.656 Either subsuming
an individual under an idea or bringing together two ideas presupposes
the identity of the soul performing the action. The same holds of
s}mesir, which may be connected to the idea of unity,657 but is here

654 On this term see Graeser 1972: 126–137, especially of the soul (p. 135–7), and
he thinks it is a kind of inner sense, a perception of the body perceiving, in our
text as well as in IV 4 24 21–22, V 3 2 4, IV 4 8 20.

655 See I 4 5 2, I 4 10 28, II 9 1 44, III 9 9.
656 Schwyzer (1960: 368) suggests it means “Kombinieren” in our text; I take this to

be an act of cognitive synthesis.
657 Plato in the Cratylus 412A derives it from sumi´mai, “go together”, whereas it

comes from sum¸gli, I perceive or understand (LSJ s.v.) Cf. the crux at VI 9 6
52, and Schroeder 1987: 687. See also EN VI 11 esp. 1143a5–10, 16–18. At
V 1 4 7 it occurs with !¸dia and fy¶ of primary being; see Atkinson 1983:
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best seen as a form of critical understanding directed at practical deci-
sions.658 The connection between practical understanding and identity
is straightforward enough. The soul’s identity is a pre-requirement for
practical decisions. My interest in and concern about decisions rests on
my continuing identity.

So much for the four attributes of soul which are said to depend on
its completely unchanging identity. One may well ask what these con-
cepts are doing in a treatment of memory. The decisive point is that a
distinct identity of the soul is assumed for the treatment of memory,
and these phenomena are taken as guarantees for the existence of such
a distinct identity. Memory cannot underwrite identity, but identity is
a precondition for awareness of oneself, and for those cognitive opera-
tions that involve forms of synthesis. In the context of a theory of mem-
ory, proving that the soul has an identity of its own serves the function of
demonstrating its independence. Then memory can be ascribed to the in-
dependent soul. The soul possesses some functions even when on its own,
and it receives the organs for others, above all perception, along with the
body of which they form a part. But memory does not belong to the sec-
ond group of functions since the soul can remember whether it has a
body or not. We might interpret Plotinus as saying that there is no
organ of memory as the eye is for sight. Indeed, body is destructive of
memory since it is in flux. Memory is a form of remaining659, just as for-
getfulness is a flux.660 Plotinus excludes body from any involvement in
the permanent identity of the subject of memory.

What are the problems with excluding body from identity? There can
be no doubt that it is Plotinus’ intention to exclude all body from the
constitution of the subject of memory. But if the subject is incorporeal,
one can also ask if the object of memory has a body or not. This is an-
other way in which body could be necessary to memory, for example, for

76–7. Schwyzer (1960: 349–352) in his sketch of the term’s pre-Plotinian his-
tory denies that it is a philosophical term.

658 Another possible translation for this term is of course also “consciousness” (SP
s.v.), and see VI 9 4 1, where it refers to cognition of the one, see Hadot
1994: 148. O’Daly 1973 argues that Plotinus’ interest in the self is largely influ-
enced by ethics and above all the idea of knowing thyself.

659 IV 3 26 52. HBT refer to De an. 408b18, De mem. 453b3; on the connection
with science, cf. Anal. Post. II 19 99b35–37, Met. I 1 980a27–29; cf. also the Ps
Platonic definition of memory (414A8–9); and Plato’s derivation of lm¶lg from
lom¶ in the Cratylus (437A3).

660 IV 3 26 52–54.
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the re-identification of individuals. In general Plotinus thinks that souls,
when outside their earthly body, have no body. And we have just reviewed
a series of arguments against the involvement of body in memory. But he
is concerned that when we are in the heavens, we will be able to re-iden-
tify human souls we have known, and to do this he seems to suggest that
they have a “shape”, by which we could know them.661 And if they have a
different shape to the one we are accustomed to, well then, Plotinus
seems confident that character and conversation will be enough to re-
identify individuals, even without their familiar bodies.662 This is the
tricky question of “astral bodies” in Plotinus. The topic is tricky, because
there are very few texts that even suggest that the soul has some such ve-
hicle.663 He seems to assume that this “astral body” in some way resembles
the body the soul was in previously, so as to allow one to use it to recog-
nise the soul or prevent one from recognising the soul. Furthermore, if
character and conversation are enough for recognition, then the role of
the astral body in recognition seems to be redundant. It is difficult to
judge precisely what Plotinus has in mind in these passages; but it is
clear that these texts represent an acknowledgement that for souls to be
remembered and recognised, they need some vehicle by which they can
be known, perhaps by being the means of conversation and expressing
character, even if Plotinus has made a great effort to show that souls,
alone and without body, can be the subjects of memory.

661 IV 3 18, IV 4 5 15.
662 On individual forms and souls see below p. 204.
663 See Alt 1993: 225 and Dodds 1962: Appendix II. The Astral Body in Neopla-

tonism, on Plotinus p. 318, Sorabji : 2004: 221–243 for translations of sources.
Alt cites IV 3 24 5, IV 4 5 15, IV 3 15 1 as the only possible references to astral
bodies, and notes that they are all from IV 3-IV 4. Add IV 3 18 13–22. There is
in IV 4 5 no suggestion that a body is in any way a hindrance, as Alt sees. Brisson
2005: 245, n. 2 and 3: IV 3 9 1–9; 15 1–5. Brisson divides the career of the
soul into three – with a vehicle of fire or air in the sky, with an earthy body on
earth; and no body when contemplating. If one is to assume that the soul always
has a body except when actually thinking ideas, it is odd that there is no explicit
mention of this in the text. Note also that, as Brisson sees, the capacity for mem-
ory is preserved by the soul when contemplating. Toulouse (2006: esp. 119)
rightly describes the doctrine of the soul-vehicle as hypothetical and allusive.
Cf. below p. 217 for the relevance of body to memory.
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3.2.3 Memory and the world soul and the thinking soul

Step by step, Plotinus is isolating the explanatory factors of soul respon-
sible for memory. So now that the body has been excluded from memory,
he has to decide which soul, and then which part of soul, has memory.664

This is surprisingly complicated on account of a central aspect of his psy-
chology, namely that humans have two souls, one of which is derived
from the soul of the world. In the generation of a human, a vegetative
soul is added to the already existing rational soul. For Plotinus thinks
that the soul of the Whole, nature, is responsible for nutrition, or vege-
tative activity.665 That is, the world is an organism, in which individuals
are constituted from their environment by nutrition. The body produced
in this way, and equipped with a lower soul, is then requisitioned by a
rational soul that turns towards the sensible realm.666 If the human,
that is, the rational soul turns away from contemplation, it acquires a
habitation, that is, a body, from nature, which provides it by nourish-
ment.667 This theory apparently has the effect of giving each human
two souls. In generation, the soul comes to “illuminate” a body living
by virtue of activity of the world soul.

The question that concerns us is whether memory belongs to the veg-
etative soul we have from the Whole668 or to our rational soul, by virtue
of which we are ourselves.669 Plotinus considers the problem of what each
soul remembers in connection with some lines of Homer,670 which de-

664 In Chapter 27 he picks up on a question from IV 3 25 35–37.
665 IV 9 3 11–29.
666 See esp. VI 4 14; the vegetative soul is also responsible for anger IV 4 28.
667 “habitations”, oQj¶seir IV 3 6 15.
668 See Blumenthal 1971: 86 n. 8, who cites Plutarch fac. orb. lun. 944 f. Plotinus

speaks here of the soul which comes “from the whole” (AHA) (toO fkou), as in
IV 3 8 3, as opposed to IV 3 7 2 where it is the soul “of the all” (toO pamtºr). For
the world soul see II 9 18, cf. II 3 9 11–24, II 1 5 19 for the contrast with the
true self. Blumenthal (1971: 94, n. 21): IV 3 27 shows that Plotinus thought the
lower soul immortal ; see also IV 7 14 12–13, VI 4 16 40–44, I 1 12; but only
IV 7 suggests according to Blumenthal that there is potential existence of the
lower soul; and all the other texts suggest that if it continues to exist it does so
separately from the higher soul.

669 The more divine soul: cf. VI 7 5 21–23, the true self : see II 3 9 1, 4 ff, IV 3 7
25–29, I 1 7 17: that which masters the passions through knowledge of forms. In
Chapter 25 35–37 the question was put in terms of “that soul” or a “dimmer”
one.

670 Odyssey XI 601–2. As Blumenthal notes (1971: fn 8, p. 86) the passage is a later
addition. Blumenthal sees the use of Homer here as a mere illustration; if one
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scribe the double afterlife of Heracles. He himself (aqt|r) is with the
Gods, whereas his shade or image (eUdykom) is in Hades, as Homer
says. It is crucial for Plotinus that the shade in Hades, in other words
the vegetative soul, is the image of the rational soul, in that the shade
is thus obviously dependent on the soul. Plotinus asks which of the
two has memory, and answers that both have memories, some of
which they share, and some of which belong to only one of them. Before
going into the details of the answer, we must discuss the division of the
two souls, since it is none too clear. It sounds as though we are dealing
with two distinct entities. This would be problematic if the two are to
share memories, as Plotinus thinks they do. For, as we have seen, there
is prima facie a close connection between the self and its memories,
such that only one individual subject, with a fixed boundary, can have
just those memories it does have.671

So what about the shade and the soul? On a grammatical level, it does
appear that there are two souls.672 But the lower soul, what Plotinus, fol-
lowing Homer, here calls the shade (5idykom), is merely a reflection of the
last embodied life lived by the higher soul. For it is dependent on the
higher soul. So I think that Plotinus’ division is basically an ethical
one, in the sense that ethics is a matter of the kind of life one should
lead. Thus the distinction depends on the different values of kinds of
life or activities within a life. There are practical and intellectual aspects
to the life that shade and soul, when joined together, lead. The practical
aspects are connected to the lower soul, since the need for food deter-
mines the whole of our practical lives. And the intellectual aspects belong
to the rational soul. After life, soul and shade separate, but this does not
mean that they are really two separate, independent entities, one is just
the image of the other. The ethical division between shade and soul
can be understood along the following lines. We are really our reason,
a common enough view in the Platonic and Aristotelian schools, but
we also lead practical lives, which of course requires a body. Such lives
are of less value than theoretically orientated ones and in fact present

compares I 1 12 31–39, one might see in the story rather the explanandum of
the theory. Clearly, one philosophical point here concerns the separation of prac-
tical life from theoretical life; the division is really of great importance since it
determines the whole discussion from IV 3 27 up to IV 4 1.

671 See Introduction p. 1–2.
672 Especially in IV 3 27 1–6: here there are “souls” in the plural, and talk of them

separating and coming together.
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only a pale reflection of reason. Despite this lack of value, we are the
shade as well as being our higher soul.

Now that the division between shade and soul is a little clearer we can
ask just what it is that each of them remembers when they separate. Dis-
cussion of this question takes up the remainder of the treatment of
human memory, together with the discussion of the capacity of the
soul involved in memory, and before we go on it may be helpful to
give a sketch of the rest of the enquiry into memory after death. The
first part of the answer that Plotinus gives to the question of what
each soul remembers is that, while the upper soul can remember every-
thing that it has undergone, the lower one, the shade, is confined to
what happened in the last life,673 along with the degree of intellectual
knowledge necessary for the practical life. Their memories are “together”
as long as the soul and the shade are together, and separate when these do.
We will discuss these memories briefly later in this chapter.674 He then
explains why we do not notice, in normal life, that we have two souls
and hence two sets of memories, by suggesting that we do not notice
the distinction between the two as long the higher soul controls the
lower one in such a way that there is harmony between them.675 This
is then presumably what “being together” means: the two sets of memo-
ries harmonise, and so cannot be told apart.

Turning to the fate of the souls after death, Plotinus can use Homer’s
account of what the shades say in Hades, but he has to work out for him-
self what the soul, when separate from the shade, will remember.676 He
thinks the souls have their memories as long as they exist, although
some memories may be hidden when they come to be in a new body,
and they may cast off other memories, insofar it is good for them to
do so.677 He then goes on to describe at length678 the absence of actual
memory, of its previous lives and of itself, when the soul is actually con-
templating ideas. Despite the lack of actual memory during actual con-

673 IV 3 27 7–13.
674 And at some length below, 3.2.6Shared memories and their loss, p. 187.
675 IV 3 31, below 3.2.6.1Shade and soul: shared memories, and an ethical separa-

tion.
676 IV 3 27 13–25. He then in Ch. 28–30 turns to the general question of which

part of the soul is responsible for memory (IV 3 27 24–25), before going back to
the problem of the two souls in Ch. 31, and what the higher soul will remember
in Ch. 32 and IV 4 1–5.

677 IV 3 32 esp. 17–18.
678 IV 4 1.
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templation, he thinks that memory does explain the course the soul takes,
whether towards embodiment, or to contemplation or something in be-
tween. Here, then, memory plays a decisive role in the fate of the soul.679

Let us go back to the shade and the soul. I have already suggested that
the talk of separating the two souls680 should not be taken to imply two
identities,681 in that both are Heracles, and are aspects of the one soul, the
one an image of the other. The shade is parasitic on the soul. From the
point of view of a theory of memory, the interesting aspect of the story of
Heracles being divided between a shade in Hades and a soul in heaven is
the idea of splitting memories. For it is a crucial question if two individ-
uals can have the same memories, not that is merely shared memories of
the same events, but memories which suggest that they relate to percep-
tions of one person. For Plotinus explicitly denies that, as it were, the one
soul has all one kind of memory, all intellectual memory, and the other
one, the shade, practical memory. That way, there would be two “living
things” with nothing in common.682 Rather, each does have its peculiar
memories but some memories are also shared between the two. The con-
tents of the memories of the shade and the soul have been mentioned
above, namely the soul can remember everything that shade and soul to-
gether remember, and the shade’s memories are restricted to the last life,
along with those intellectual memories necessary for the practical life. The
point now is that among the memories of the shade are also intellectual
ones, and among those of the soul are also those of things undergone.
Explicitly, the shade is said to remember justice, and the soul to remem-
ber all that the man did or underwent.683 Even if it is unclear exactly what
“memory of justice” implies,684 some form of sharing of memories be-

679 The account of the separation of the shade and the soul in I 1 12 18–24, 27–39
is not compatible with that in IV 3 27–32.

680 I 1 12 31, IV 3 27 5. Cf. HS, “de anima nostra quatenus mundo sensibili affi-
citur”. This makes the second soul – the dimmer soul – sound merely like an
aspect of the one soul. But there is no doubt about the phrasing, which suggests
that two souls are in play – world soul and our soul; for the relation of the two
see IV 9. For the doctrine of two souls, Emilsson 1988: 155 n. 14 cites besides
IV 3 27 1–3, II 1 5 18–24, 3 7 25–31, IV 4 32 4–13, 37 11–15, 43 9–11, VI
6 15 12–13.

681 The two souls are not two entities, because they mix. Soul is a continuum, and
only differentiated by its present concerns (Emilsson 1988: 27, 29).

682 f`a IV 3 31 5–8.
683 IV 3 27 13, 15–16.
684 One might think that e. g. the work done by Plato in the Republic is implied in

such knowledge, but is it also in a memory of justice? And it is not clear to me
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tween shade and soul does exist ; knowledge of what justice is, is an intel-
lectual feat, and so implies dependence on intellect. If shade and soul are
not really two distinct entities, then the problem of the shared memories
is not so acute. They are not really two entities since the shade is purely a
product of the soul’s inclination towards the sensible world. And they
share memories because they share a past. As it were, insofar as they
share memories they are not distinct individuals.

Plotinus finds himself having to answer the question of what the soul
itself will remember,685 since Homer said nothing about this, and his an-
swer is long,686 because he of course tends to identify our real selves with
rational aspects of our souls. However, besides the true self, we have a
practical self involved in the sensible world and that too is us, so we
should not separate ourselves from it entirely.687 The shade has memory
of everything that was done according to our way of life, since our “ca-
reer”688, the differentiating characteristic of our biography, belongs to
the shade especially. In other words, the choice of a life is something
that the shade must answer for since it is particularly associated with
the shade, and not the soul itself, the essence of soul.689 Memory of
our earthly life, i. e. very roughly what is usually called autobiographical
memory, is not a function of the intellectual soul, except insofar as the lat-
ter drags something of the body along with it.690 We may not be really our
shades, but we are them too. Their memories are ethically organised, in
that they correspond to the way of life chosen by the soul. What shades
do not do, is talk about thought or ideas. Indeed, Plotinus takes Homer
to be saying that the shades besides Heracles’ only talk about their earthly
lives,691 which also requires intellectual capacities. And he is quite right to

what such a memory would be – of a just act or of learning justice or of what
justice is. Perhaps it is the recollection of the idea of justice. HS refer to Odyssey
XI 570, but that is merely about the judges in the underworld, not the capacities
of the shades. For that Ajax’ memory of his unjust treatment is more relevant (XI
549–565): justice is part of practical life.

685 IV 3 27 13–15.
686 IV 3 31-IV 4 2.
687 IV 3 27 7–10.
688 Cf. MacK. s trans. of lines 9–10: “since that career was mainly of the hero’s per-

sonal shaping.”
689 See I 1 12 esp. 17–27 for the shade answering for the life led, even if the incli-

nation to the corporeal world is not culpable.
690 IV 3 26 15–16, 19–20. In Plotinus’ theory, death is not the separation of body

and soul, but of two souls, i. e. the intellectual and the shade (IV 4 29).
691 IV 3 27 10–13 adopting HS’ emendation of the text in lines 10–12.
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do so, since it is certainly true that the other souls in Odyssey XI talk ex-
clusively about their lives, and some of what they say requires memory,
and indeed understanding, of justice. An obvious example is Ajax’s attack
on Odysseus for the unjust distribution of Achilles’ armour. Thus the
shades’ memories are mainly concerned with the interests of the lives
they have led.

So much for the shade. Now let us turn to the soul. When Plotinus
talks about the soul “when it has come to be alone”,692 that is, exists with-
out a shade, I take this to mean that he is concerned with a soul that only
thinks. Perhaps unsurprisingly, the claims of post-corporeal existence will
stretch Plotinus’ conception of memory to its limits and beyond. As an
approach to this question,693 he discusses the parts of soul with which
we remember. The next sections are devoted to this discussion. Before
that, three phases in the career of the soul after death are distinguished,
in which “the soul dragging something of the body along with it” shares
the memories of the shade.694 Firstly, it will have a complete memory of
all that the human did or underwent in the last life. Clearly, the soul can
remember what happened to the human, only if there is body still attach-
ed to the soul in some way. Secondly, with yet more time, earlier lives,
that is, autobiographical memories of earlier lives, come to the surface
and are cast off.695 Finally, in a new incarnation, the soul again busies it-
self with “external” life, that is its new practical life, but it still retains
much from the earlier life. Thus it is clear that Plotinus believed in rein-
carnation. One soul has a series of lives and, in time, comes to remember
them, and then forgets them. The memories of such lives are acquired
memories.696

692 IV 3 27 14–15, 23–24.
693 IV 3 28 and 29. This question in its various ramifications will accompany us up

to the end of IV 4 5.
694 IV 3 27 15–16 following H S reading 1vekjol´mg l. 15 as middle, cf. HBT II b

502.
695 IV 3 27 16–19.
696 1pajt² IV 3 27 23 (for this word being used to refer to perceptions which can be

remembered see IV 3 25 11). Brisson (2005: 243, n. 507) suggests that this ap-
parently refers to those things that happen to the soul on account of the body.
On Plotinus on reincarnation, see Rich 1957. For Aristotle’s denial of memory,
either to souls after death, or in life of previous existences, or to the agent intel-
lect see De an. III 5 430a23–5, and Hicks 1907: 507–8 ad loc., Wedin 1988:
182–198, Frede 1996, Burnyeat 2008a: 40 with note 55. Plotinus does seem to
believe in a memory of a former existence: wqºmou d³ pqoiºmtor 1p· t` ham²t\ ja·
%kkym lm/lai #m vame?em 1j t_m pqºshem b¸ym, ¦ste tim± to¼tym ja· !til²sasam
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For the theory of memory, a crucial point is mentioned by Plotinus in
this connection, namely that the soul says (k]ceim) things which are in its
memory.697 The characteristic performances of memory are propositional
performances.698 So it is impossible to ascribe to Plotinus the view that
acts of memory consist in the presence of a picture before the mind’s
eye. There are of course certain problems here, due to the fact that it
is the soul or the shade which says things. And how are they to do
that in the absence of a body? Here we meet a point touched on at the
end of the last section, namely the problem of a theory of memory
which has to do without body.699 I think that this problem is insuperable
for Plotinus, and that it is more profitable to look more closely at the
memory performance itself. In order to see more clearly what is involved

!ve?mai. S¾lator c±q jahaqyt´qa cemol´mg ja· $ 1mtaOha oqj eWwem 1m lm¶l,
!mapok¶sei7 (IV 3 27 16–20). The question is whether the soul only after
death remembers previous existences, when it loses the memories of the last ex-
istence, or whether the human, approaching death, becomes increasingly free
from the body and so has access to memories that were covered over. The phras-
ing is ambiguous: 1p· t` ham²t\ might mean at death or after death, and ‘at’
might mean approaching death (SP 409.9, LSJ B II 1 or 2 s.v. 1p¸). The last sen-
tence quoted, however, suggests strongly that we do not have such memories
“here” (line 19–20) but only when the soul has become purified of body.
This is the way MacK. translates. However, AHA translates: “it will go over
again in its memory what it did not have in this life” – that is : the memories
are ones we have here, but of things we do not have here, i. e. bits of previous
lives. HBT II b 502–3 understand the lines similarly (as had Br�hier before
them), namely as concerning the “erinnerungsstarke Zeit des Heraustretens”.
They then have difficulty with lines 20–22, which they apparently see as a dou-
blet from an earlier version.

697 IV 3 27 11, 14, 21 as well as in IV 4 1 1.
698 Cf. ‘Memory and Imagination belong … to the Discursive reason’ (Inge 1968:

226). Blumenthal (1971: 92) argues against Inge that memory cannot be iden-
tified with discursive reason, because “the faculty of memory” remembers the
products of discursive reason: a few pages later Inge admits that the faculty of
forming images is so independent of the judgement that illusions frequently
occur. But Plotinus does not think there is a separate faculty of memory, and
of course it would be an exaggeration to identify the capacity for memory
with discursive reason. But they have at least the capacity to entertain proposi-
tions in common.

699 IV 3 18 22–24. Sometimes Plotinus does ascribe voices to souls and spirits in the
air (“because they are living things”), while denying them to souls who are think-
ing “in heaven”, even if they have bodies: there, communication happens, mys-
teriously, “in understanding” (1m sum´sei). (IV 3 18 14–15. Note HBT’s variant
punctuation of the passage, contrasting their possession of being with the ques-
tion of whether they have needs there too.)
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in the propositional nature of remembering something, let us look at a
very useful text, in which he summarises what happens when we make
a perceptual judgement:

Well then, sense-perception sees a human being and gives its impression
(t¼por) to understanding (di²moia). What does understanding say? It will
not say anything yet, but only knows and stops at that; unless perhaps it
asks itself ’Who is this?’ if it has met the person before, and says, using
memory to help it, that it is Socrates. And if it makes the details of his
form (loqv¶) explicit, it is taking to pieces what the representative faculty
gave it. If it says whether he is good, its remark originates in what it
knows through sense perception, but what it says about this it has already
from itself since it has a norm (jam¾m) of the good in itself.700

Plotinus is describing how the soul acquires understanding of perception
and ideas. In this text, he begins from the simple case of seeing a man.
Perception sees a man and the impression (t¼por) is given to the under-
standing a) which recognises it. This is the simple act of seeing something
as something, without saying anything about it. b) Understanding may
then go on to ask, and answer, a question about it : It may ask who it
is? And give an answer: Socrates, calling on a memory if one is present.701

The understanding can then go on to explicate the t}por, analysing
what representation has given it. If an idea is applied to the perceived
man, then it is relying firstly on the deliverances of perception and sec-
ondly relying on what we i. e. our souls are, namely a norm (j\mym).
The point is clearly that the ideas are not derived from perception but
are already in us, capacities which can be realised by their application
to cases. And such application implies some way of distinguishing what
they apply to and what they do not, for instance, distinguishing what
is a man from what is not. Innate ideas form a complex network, as sug-
gested by the talk of classification, which enables distinctions in the cases
they are applied to, to be made. Assuming that representations provide
information and that innate ideas serve as a norm, judgements are possi-
ble.702 These judgements are perceptual judgements, and so presumably
those that the soul will remember from its past life. They are dependent
on the presence of innate ideas, but not to be confused with the recollec-
tion of these.703

700 V 3 3 1–9.
701 Cf. Alcinous, Didaskalikos 154.41–155.13.
702 On the question of the norm, or canon in Plotinus see Blumenthal 1989,

esp. 258–267.
703 Cf. IV 3 25 25.
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3.2.4 Memory and the modification of desire

The question is now which part of the soul we remember with. Plotinus
begins by considering the Platonic tripartition of the soul into the learn-
ing part, the desiderative part and the spirited part, and then goes on to
discuss the last two as candidates for the explanation of the memory of
desires and ambitions.704 He comes to the conclusion that experiences
in these two parts do not lead to memories, rather they modify the rele-
vant capacities. In effect, he explains the origin of habits, in that our de-
sires and ambitions become fixed by previous experiences of desire and
ambition. But this phenomenon is distinguished by Plotinus from mem-
ory.

Now, we may ask the following question. If the career of Heracles is
due to what he wanted, and to his ambition, one might think that the
faculties which guide him in these respects preserve the experiences
which have made them the way they are. This preservation might reason-
ably be thought to be memory. Thus ambition would preserve the expe-
rience of having striven for honour, and this preservation would be mem-
ory of such an ambition. However, this is not Plotinus’ view. For he goes
on to show how desire or ambition is modified by experience in such a
way that memory is not involved. Nonetheless, he does think it possible
to remember the experiences that form our sensual desires or commit-
ments. But this memory is not what moulds desires and commitments.

Now, back to the question of which part of the soul remembers. As
already mentioned, Plotinus apparently uses here the classic Platonic di-
vision into three parts of the soul:705 something we learn and perceive
with706, something we desire with and something we are angry or ambi-
tious with (the spirited part, huloe?der). This use is remarkable since his
own positive theory of memory is more Aristotelian, and uses vamtas_a.
As a matter of fact, he does not explicitly try to connect these disparate
theories.707 Nonetheless, in order to get to vamtas¸a as the capacity re-
sponsible for memory, he first excludes desire and ambition.

704 IV 3 28.
705 IV 3 28 1–3. For Platonic tripartition of the soul, see Republic 439–440, Ti-

maeus 44D-45B, 69C-70B, Phaedrus 253D; see Johansen 2004: ch. 7.
706 Learning and perception belong together as memories that can be acquired (IV 3

25 11).
707 Images play a certain role in the Timaeus 71A-B, but are there connected with

desires being based in the liver. A concept of vamtas¸a as a mixture of opinion
and perception is offered in the Sophist 264AB.
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In a sense this is a diversion from the theory of memory proper. But
the theory of modifying desire (or ambition) without recourse to memory
is very interesting in its own right. It is in effect an analysis of habit.708

What Plotinus wants to do is have the information acquired, for example
winning races is honourable or apples are tasty, passed onto desire or am-
bition from some other faculty.709 The different faculties of the soul have
to communicate with one another, because he thinks that the subject of
some such experience is not the concrete animal or even the whole soul,
but rather the separate faculty. So he would say that perception perceives.
Part of the explanatory power of faculty psychology might be thought to
lie in the (trivial) fact, that any act of perception, e. g. of seeing is due to a
capacity to see; and one might want to express this by saying that (the
faculty of ) perception is the subject of any act of perception, despite
the fact that it clearly cannot be considered as independent, in the
sense that it does not occur on its own. One is thus pointing to a part
of the soul to explain an aspect of the whole soul’s behaviour. In order
to make such explanations possible, Plotinus is prepared to make a fairly
radical revision in the Platonic theory, by saying that the division into fac-
ulties is not absolute, rather each faculty is only named after its dominant
element,710 while actually containing the other faculties as well.711 So if
these aspects of the whole communicate with one another, perception
(the faculty) sees, and passes this information onto desire, and desire per-
ceives, but “unconsciously”712: “it cannot say what sort of a perception it
is”. Plotinus uses a comparison with a shepherd and his dog to illustrate
this relation. Whereas the shepherd sees the wolf, the dog merely smells
or hears it. The shepherd is compared with perception, and the dog with
desire. The comparison is imperfect (the dog does actually perceive the

708 The question is not whether the memory of a pleasure is a function of the same
thing that had the pleasure in the first place. Warren 1965: 255 Fn. 2 quotes
Chaignet 1862: IV 188, ‘C’est le commencement de l’habitude, l’habitude nais-
sante.’ Brisson 2006: 24 sees memory here as the foundation of ethics.

709 “by a sort of transmission” (AHA). The word for this transmission is di²dosir ; cf.
the criticism of a materialist theory of transmission of pain in IV 7 7 esp. 7.

710 IV 3 28 7–10.
711 This may be Plotinus acknowledging the fact that each faculty has its own pleas-

ures, and hence desires; see Republic 580D-E.
712 IV 3 28 12–13; on “unconsciously” !paqajokouh¶tyr see above on concepts of

consciousness p. 153.

3 Plotinus166



wolf, even if not by sight),713 but the point is clear. The dog is excited but
is unable to say what it has heard. Just as desire cannot say what the per-
ception is, neither can the dog. Not a very plausible picture of shepherds
and their dogs, perhaps, but the picture is more successful in describing
the relation between perception and desire:

And the desiring power certainly enjoyed and has a trace (Uwmor) of what hap-
pened implanted in it, not like a memory, but like a disposition and affec-
tion; but it is another power which has seen the enjoyment and of its own
motion retains the memory of what has happened.714

Thus instead of a conscious memory, there is a modification of the desire,
a trace of the past event, which is not conscious. The clear contrast be-
tween memory and disposition in this text allows one to draw the conclu-
sion that Plotinus sees memory here as conscious. When active it is ac-
companied by the ability, for example, to say what the perception was
like. This faculty, which is not named here, is presumably the faculty re-
sponsible for perception, i. e. vamtas¸a. Its performance is saying some-
thing, in contrast to the inarticulate modification of desire.

Another example that shows that memory is not to be attributed to a
disposition of desire is the phenomenon of memory of pleasant experien-
ces, which Plotinus turns to as a final confirmation of his theory that de-
sire does not have memory of having desired.715 For he points to the fact
that not all memories of pleasant experiences are then pleasant to confirm
the theory that it is not that which enjoys the experience which later re-
members it. In this way, desire would not have the memory of having de-
sired something. It is not clear how this proof would work in detail. It is
perhaps more illuminating to think of memories of painful experiences,
which are themselves not painful.716 Thus the conclusion is that the ex-
perience of the original pain and the memory of the painful experience
are not to be ascribed to the same faculty. What Plotinus needs is an argu-

713 ‘The point of the simile is that the faculty which acts is made aware of the stim-
ulus to action in a different way from the perceptive faculty’. (Blumenthal 1971:
86–87)

714 IV 3 28 16–19 (AHA trans.) Ja· to¸mum !p´kause l³m t¹ 1pihuloOm, ja· 5wei
Uwmor toO cemol´mou 1mteh³m oqw ¢r lm¶lgm, !kk’ ¢r di²hesim ja· p²hor7 %kko
d³ t¹ 2yqaj¹r tμm !pºkausim ja· paq’ aqtoO 5wom tμm lm¶lgm toO cecemgl´mou.

715 IV 3 28 20–22. For a defence of the Ms. reading in line 20 see HS.
716 This shows that Plotinus does not think that memories of painful experiences are

painful or perhaps just unpleasant. Nor need memories of travails be unpleasant:
forsan et haec olim meminisse juvabit (Virgil, Aeneid I 203). Cf. Rhet. I 11
1370b1–8.
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ment such that the memory is not simply the renewed activity of the en-
joying part, but the activity of another part which thus does not, indeed
cannot, enjoy in the same way as the original experience. Pleasurable
memories are pleasurable, he must say, in a completely different way to
original experiences.717

The theory, that memory is not a disposition of desire might seem to
conflict with two passages, one of which we have already discussed, the
quasi definition of memory,718 the other of which is still to come; it dis-
cusses the effect of memory on the wandering of the soul. In the quasi
definition, it is said that in remembering the soul is disposed (diaje?shai)
as if towards something present. And here memory is contrasted with a
disposition (di\hesir). We have to find a way of taking the two passages
in such a way that memory can be one kind of disposition, and be con-
trasted with another. The obvious way of doing this is to say that memory
is not a disposition of desire, that is to say not a desire that is thus and so
because of a past experience. Memory is rather a disposition, i. e. an ac-
quired capacity, of the representative faculty. This is a way of taking the
strengthening of the soul of which the quasi definition speaks. The
strengthening is the acquisition of a disposition on the basis of a capacity.
After the experience the representative faculty (vamtas_a) is disposed in
such a way to be able to remember the experience. Quite how the
vamtas_a is disposed so as to cause memory is something we shall have
to discuss in the next section. For our present purpose, it is enough
that memory is not a disposition of desire, but a disposition of vamtas_a.
Thus the quasi definition and the theory of habit are compatible.

Let us turn briefly to the second passage which is apparently incon-
sistent with the denial that the desiring faculty is responsible for the
memory of desires. The passage, which we have not as yet discussed, sug-
gests that memory is not always to be considered as a conscious percep-
tion that one is remembering, but as a disposition (diaje?shai) of the soul
which corresponds to past experiences or things contemplated.719 On the
one hand, this conception fits well with the quasi definition, in that there
too the soul is disposed in a certain way; on the other, it seems that in the
text quoted above from IV 3 28 memory is contrasted with unconscious
dispositions, rather than being identified with one. Desire is modified by

717 Hadot (1960) connects this with Anaxagoras’ “naming by predominance”. Cf.
Aristotle Phys. I 4 187b1.

718 Above p. 120.
719 IV 4 4 7–11. See below p. 213.
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experience, and the modification is unconscious. The difficulty can per-
haps be dissolved by pointing to the two levels at which the soul is being
discussed by Plotinus in each of the passages. Here, we are discussing how
habit forms character; in the later passage we are talking about the deter-
minants of the wandering of the disembodied soul after death, e. g. what
makes it decide to descend to the sensible world rather than ascend to the
realm of thought. Here, the point is that character is formed not by ac-
quiring memory of decisive experiences, but by these experiences forming
our desires. Later, the point is that at an unconscious level we can be in-
fluenced in what we are really interested in, that is, when we come to
make the choice of a new life. This influence is said to be a matter of
memory.720 A further difference lies in the fact that the latter theory
does not deal with accessible aspects of our existence, that is : we are
not aware of them, whereas the view that the formation of habit should
be ascribed to a disposition of desire most certainly does refer to aspects
of the soul that it can be aware of while this formation is happening.

What is meant by saying that memory helps regulate the wandering
of the soul after death? It influences the desires and ambitions of the soul,
insofar as the latter can then move towards the sensible world or towards
the contemplation of ideas. When the soul turns towards the sensible, it
falls ; how this happens, and how a soul can escape sense perception is a
major topic of Plotinus’ work.721 And there are obvious roles for memory
in this story. One might ask, for example, what the soul takes with it
when it falls, or what keeps it in the sensible realm or makes it leave per-
ception behind. The answers to these questions are: memories of sensual
experiences on the one hand, and memories of ideas on the other. These
functions of memory are the subject of our final section on Plotinus.722

While he is very concerned to limit memory strictly, he allows it a con-
trolling function in the peregrinations of the soul. In many respects this
forms the core function of memory in his thought.

Now that Plotinus has given this account of the formation of habit as
the modification of desire, he can turn to the faculty responsible for
memory.

720 IV 4 4 5–10.
721 E.g. IV 3 13. Cf. above p. 160.
722 Below p. 193, 3.3 “The soul is and becomes what it remembers.”
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3.2.5 Explaining memory using representation (vamtas¸a)

3.2.5.1 Representation in perceptual memory

Plotinus explains memory both of things acquired and of innate ideas,
using vamtas¸a, representation. His account begins with723 memory of
things perceived. We have already met the distinction between types of
memory, but nonetheless before we turn to this explanation, a quick
sketch of some of the distinctions between types of memory and the dif-
ferent subjects of memory will be useful.

As we have seen, Plotinus insists that there are different kinds of
memory: of things acquired, experiences, perceptions, and of recalling
ideas, that is, when we remember what is innate in us.724 A further dis-
tinction also threatens to multiply the kinds of memory, namely that be-
tween the shade and the soul. Note that he does not think that the dis-
tinction between shade and soul is that between the perceptible and the
intelligible. If that were the case, the distinction between the two kinds of
memory would coincide with that between soul and shade: there would
be two animals with no memories in common, and he denies this align-
ment explicitly.725

It is against the background of these distinctions that Plotinus ap-
proaches the question of the faculty that is responsible for memory. He
can exclude the perceptive faculty on the basis of the first distinction.
Since he is going to go to explain memory of ideas as well, perception
would have to be responsible there too, and he wishes to avoid that.726

An alternative might be that there is a single faculty responsible for
both kinds of memory, apperception (tò !mtikgptij|m), which might
be able to play this role because it is (partly) responsible for both percep-
tion and thinking. Again, he denies this possibility, perhaps because he
thinks that apperception is directed either at one or at the other of
these two, and not at both.727

723 IV 3 29.
724 See above p. 144–145.
725 IV 3 31 5–8 oq c±q dμ t¹ l³m t/r 2t´qar t_m mogt_m, t¹ d³ t_m aQshgt_m7 ovty

c±q #m pamt²pasi d¼o f`a oqd³m 5womta joim¹m pq¹r %kkgka 5stai.
726 IV 3 29 6. See below p. 179 on memory of thought and vamtas¸a.
727 On !mt¸kgxir see IV 3 30 11. His denial of a single faculty which unifies percep-

tion and thought is strong evidence that apperception (IV 3 29 8 t¹ !mtikgpti-
jºm) does not play the role in his system that we might expect. Perception and
thought are not unified in the one person by both being the activities of (the
one) consciousness. Interestingly, the idea that if a single person thinks and per-
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As already mentioned, the two distinctions, that between the shade
and the soul, and that between perceptive and intellectual memory,
force Plotinus, at least to start with, into admitting no less than four fac-
ulties of memory, as both shade and soul have both kinds of memory. But
in what follows he suggests the solution to the problem lies in a single
faculty that is in itself Janus-faced, namely vamtas¸a. Thus intellectual
and perceptual memory are different functions of one faculty. Plotinus
is able to make this step because he thinks that knowledge of x need
not be a function of the same faculty as memory of x. He offers no pos-
itive argument, but merely asks the reader what necessity there is for the
two to coincide. Thus he comes close to identifying a special faculty of
memory, but he only comes close, since in fact he makes a faculty with
other distinct functions beside memory responsible for memory.

The faculty Plotinus makes responsible is vamtas_a, the faculty of
representation. What kind of argument does Plotinus have for thinking
that perception is remembered by the representative faculty? Purely a
negative one: There is nothing to prevent the percept (“the sight”
fqala) being present to the person remembering as a representation
(v\mtasla). This is the argument as far as perception is concerned,
while thoughts and the memory of thoughts are the subjects of the
next chapter.728 He also requires that the remembering faculty, i. e. the
representative faculty should be distinct (in some sense) from the percep-
tive one.729 This distinction is important to Plotinus for two reasons.

ceives, then there must be some unity underlying these different activities is not
one that surfaces here; or indeed that our possession of ideas (that is : our ability
to think) is partly responsible for perception. Both of these views are, however, in
the background. See IV 7 6 14 for the thought that there must be something like
the centre point of a circle (cf. also IV 3 3 20), and see Henry 1960, Emilsson
1991, and 1988: Chapter 5 on the unity of the perceptive faculty. See also I 4 10
– where the term is used for conscious activity; it is however also used for the
different grasp of things through the different organs (IV 3 3 18). On conscious-
ness, cf. above p. 153.

728 IV 3 30, below p. 178, 3.2.5.2 Representation in the memory of thought.
729 From another point of view, Emilsson (1988: 111) doubts that there is a very

sharp distinction between representative capacity and perceptive capacity. The
reason he gives is that the act of sense-perception and the first apprehension
of this image by the faculty of representation are simultaneous: ‘For at what pre-
vious point could the remembering power have perceived what it is later to recall,
if not when the thing was originally perceived?’ So for Plotinus, perhaps percep-
tual judgement ‘involves in itself the apprehension of the representation that con-
stitutes the judgement. If this is so then there is no sharp distinction between rep-
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Firstly, it follows from the argument he has given for saying that there is
no necessity for the perceptive faculty to remember perception, nor for
the intellectual faculty to remember thoughts.730 In this way, he is able
to move towards a distinct faculty of memory.731 Secondly, the soul with-
out the body has no actual perception;732 but in Plotinus’ view it certainly
may have some memories.

The claim that memory is to be explained by reference to vamtas_a is
not new. We have already seen that, and why, Aristotle had assigned
memory to representation, although with the vital difference that repre-
sentation is in its turn assigned to the perceptive system, specifically to
the common sense.733 In contrast for Plotinus part of the point of assign-
ing memory to representation lies in the possibility of explaining memory
without the body.

Plotinus tries to separate memory both from perception and from
thought by pointing out that different people excel in each, a form of ar-
gument that we have met, both in Plotinus and when used by Aristotle734

to distinguish between recollection and memory. But there the excellence
in memory and recollection was correlated with different bodily constitu-
tions. Plotinus, however, denies that the body plays a part in determining
or explaining the soul’s faculties at a fundamental level.735 He thinks that
body has a merely disruptive function. In other words, he thinks he has
proven, at least for the sake of this argument, that only distinct faculties
are responsible for the different levels of achievement in each of the ac-
tivities. Activities are explained in part by faculties. The fact that different
people show different degrees of competence in memory, thought and
perception, shows that the faculties explaining the competence are differ-
ent. What he wishes to prove is that memory of perceptions and memory

resentation and sense-perception:’ Still, one might say that, while in actual per-
ception there is no distinction between perception and representation, the real
distinction only comes into force when the soul has no body since it then has
representation but no perception. In contrast to Aristotle’s conception of vamta-
s¸a above p. 46.

730 IV 3 29 13–16.
731 t¹ lmglomeutijºm IV 3 29 2, 4–5.
732 See IV 3 26 46–50.
733 See above p. 42. Of course, the Stoic theory will also have played a part in form-

ing Plotinus’ views (see LS 39 esp. e and f, Scott 1995: 187–210), as well as
other Platonists, see e. g. Alcinous 4.4–6.

734 IV 3 29 16–19, see above p. 130, cf. p. 2, Aristotle’s distinction: p. 94.
735 He of course thinks that organs explain perception; but the soul has the faculty of

perception independently of the organs.
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of our studies can be divorced from perception and thought. He will do
this by identifying the faculty of memory with the faculty of representa-
tion.736

At first, Plotinus’ strategy of using a purely negative argument for
turning to the representative faculty seems very weak. Could he not,
after the manner of Aristotle, have made the positive assertion that per-
ceptions produce representations? In fact, when one considers his argu-
ment more closely, this seems also to be his opinion, at least if that is
what he means by saying that perception ends737 in representation,738

which is what he goes on to say. The argument then is perhaps not as
weak as it appears on the surface in that there is a background theory
of representation, according to which for example, a sight, i. e. what
was seen, is present to the representative faculty when the (actual) percep-
tion has ceased to exist. This, however, lets in a lot, as many remains of
perceptions may be there without one saying anything about anything. A
picture of Theaetetus may go through Socrates’ mind without anything
being said about it.

736 IV 3 29 2 lmglomeutijºm, 23–24 vamtastijºm.
737 IV 3 29 25 k¶ceim. On the meaning of k¶ceim here, see Emilsson 1988: 111:

‘Given that representation is operative in memory and reasoning, there must
lie some path from perception to the faculty of representation since we can ob-
viously remember and reason about what we have previously seen or heard.’ And
cf. Blumenthal 1971: 85 ‘all information that comes through the body ends
(k¶ceim) in the soul’.

738 Three readings are: 1. perception causes representation; 2. perception is unified
in the representative faculty; 3. perception becomes conscious in the representa-
tive faculty. In Emilsson’s view the representative faculty and perception are in-
extricably intertwined (1988: 111): perception consists in the formation of an
image, in this case a judgement. But it is problematic how Plotinus can distin-
guish between the formation of the image or judgement and the apperception
of the image by the representative faculty. In his view IV 3 29 suggests that
the two are simultaneous. The faculty of memory i. e. the representative faculty,
must immediately grasp the perception, since perception, i. e. the perceptual
judgement includes the grasp of the representation, which constitutes the judge-
ment. But in that case there is not a great distinction between vamtas¸a and per-
ception: they meet in perception itself (R.K.: i. e. actual, conscious, perception).
Emilsson’s view is clearly strongly influenced by his major preoccupation, percep-
tion. But it is worth remembering that the most important passages on the rep-
resentative faculty occur in the treatment of memory, not perception. And for the
sake of the theory of memory, it is very important indeed that the representative
faculty is separate from perception, both in actuality, and also in the function of
representing concepts.
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So we have to restrict representation to those remains of perception
which are relevant. As we have seen, for Plotinus739 as for Aristotle740

memory performances consist in saying that something is the case. So
if representation explains memory, it would be advantageous if represen-
tation could explain this aspect of memory. A central feature of the con-
cept of representation here and in the next chapter is that it provides the
capacities for a performance that is an utterance. Obviously, not all rep-
resentations provide part of the ability to make assertions, but it is a con-
sequence of Plotinus’ theory of memory that representation does provide
at least part of the basis for them.

So much for the distinction between representations in general, and
those aspects of representation which are suited to providing a capacity
to make assertions in active memory. Another distinction which must
be made is between the mere retention of a representation and its use
in memory. In the lines immediately preceding,741 Plotinus has said
that memory and retention (jatow^)742 are present in the representative
faculty as something distinct sc. from the perceptive faculty: and one
may ask whether in Plotinus’ view retention and memory are meant to
be the same, or whether retention is merely one condition of memory.
The identification of memory with retention may be thought to be assert-
ed in the next lines. They can be translated as follows:

If then the representation of the absent thing is present in this [sc. the rep-
resentative faculty] it [sc. the representative faculty] already remembers, even
if it is only present for a short time.743

Plotinus seems to be saying here that if the representation is in the rep-
resentative faculty, then it is a case of memory. So a possible interpreta-
tion of ‘memory and retention’,744 would be that retention is memory.
Simply through representations remaining, we have memory. We can
call this “a naive reading”. As we shall see, however, further conditions
are necessary for memory.

739 See above on V 3 3, p. 164. This, of course, does not mean that the assertions are
made on the evidence of the appearances or representations.

740 See p. 32.
741 IV 3 29 23–24.
742 Cf. IV 6 13, 3 57, and lom¶ see IV 3 26 52, 30 11. On the question of jatow^ in

Plotinus’ theory, see Taormina 2010.
743 IV 3 29 26–27.
744 Previously mentioned IV 3 29 24.
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One further condition is that memory, when actualised, is an activity,
and the simple remaining of a representation has no claim to being an
activity. He hints at the rest of the explanation, I think, when he gives
two conditions for memory taking place, in the text just quoted:

a) when the representation is present in the faculty of representation,
b) when the representation is of the “absent thing” i. e. past thing, i. e.

the experience of the thing.

What these additional conditions demand is that the representation is
present to the mind, and that it is of the object. That is, two actual rela-
tions can be asserted of it – to the subject’s mental activity, and to the
object of memory. This could be called “the sophisticated reading”.

In order to see how the sophisticated reading works, we have to see
how memory goes beyond mere retention. We have just seen that the so-
phisticated reading required that in a memory the representation is pres-
ent to the subject of the memory and so related to its object. Of course,
retention is also required by memory. The weak relations between the ob-
ject that caused the representation, and between the representation itself
and the subject it is in are necessary conditions for memory, but they are
not sufficient. They only make up retention. So how does Plotinus con-
ceive of that element in memory which distinguishes it from mere reten-
tion? The trouble is he does not say how an act of memory is related to its
object. One way that is worthy of consideration, is that the soul delivers a
judgement using the representation. Recall our example:

Example (E) Socrates remembers (at t2) that he saw Theaetetus two days
ago (at t1).

Socrates can say the sentence, “I remember I saw Theaetetus two days
ago”, either aloud or not, without any image occurring. In some cases
he may have an image of Theaetetus, but this is not necessary. Nonethe-
less, he can only do this because of a capacity in part constituted by a rep-
resentation. Confirmation for this reading of Plotinus comes from his ar-
guments against impression theories of memory: some are based on the
idea that an occurrent impression cannot explain many of the things
we wish to say about memory.745 In general terms, mere retention cannot
explain the propositional nature of memory.

745 See above for arguments against impressions in memory p. 127, 3.1.4 What
memory as a capacity can explain.
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We have already discussed a text746 which points in this direction. The
present reconstruction of his argument admittedly goes beyond what he
says there, most importantly in attributing a role to saying things, i. e.
predication in memory.747 But it is clear that there memories, although
differently structured from (E), can take the form of saying something.
Equally, when we turn to the relation between memory, in the sense of
recalling, and ideas, it will be clear that saying that is involved in memory.
Further confirmation is to be found in passages where he asks what the
soul after death will say, when recounting its memories.748

Plotinus summarises his investigation into perceptual memory as fol-
lows:

Memory and actual remembering of such things belong to the representative
faculty.749

Activity and capacity of memory have the same object, perceptible things.
The sentence then says that actual memory and the capacity for it, in the
case of perceptual things, belongs to the representative faculty. In this
way, memory has as its objects not mere representations in my mind,
but the objects of perceptions, via the representations remaining from
those perceptions.

Let us turn back to the status of the representative faculty. We said
that it has to be distinct from the perceptive faculty, that is to say, it
must be able to act separately. Perception is a capacity of the soul
which it possesses even without the body; but obviously it cannot actually
perceive anything without the organs to do so. Apparently this is not true

746 V 3 3, above p. 164.
747 See above p. 163 for texts in which actual remembering consists in saying some-

thing.
748 E.g. IV 4 1 1.
749 IV 3 29 31–32: ToO vamtastijoO %qa B lm¶lg, ja· t¹ lmglome¼eim t_m toio¼tym

5stai. I translate with Br�hier (“La m�moire des choses sensibles appartient donc
� l’imagination.”), not AHA (“Memory, then will belong to the image making
power, and remembering is of the mental-image kind”), HBT, MacK who take
t_m toio¼tym “of such things” to refer to “images” or “Vorstellungen” apparently
as the objects of memory. This reading, however, runs entirely counter to the in-
vestigation set up in Chapter 25, namely into two kinds of memory, distinguish-
ed according to their objects, namely experiences and things learnt on the one
hand, and one’ own thoughts on the other. See above p. 143, 144. Chapter 29
is a continuation of this investigation, asking about the memory of sensible
things; the next chapter then asks about thought. It is therefore impossible
that memory should have images, representations or whatever as its objects.
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of memory, in that it can be exercised without body, that is, it does not
require an organ. This is part of the importance of the proof that percep-
tion, and hence memory, requires no imprinting. One of the things that
theories of imprinting can do is to explain the excellence of memory in
terms of the mixtures in the body.750 Plotinus is concerned to show, I
think, that his purely psychic explanation can do as well. Hence he closes
his account of perceptual memory by offering three factors that explain
people’s different memory performances. Firstly, a good memory is con-
stituted merely by the long remaining of the remains of the perception,
and a bad one by short preservation: then the power will be strong and
not allow memories to be “shaken off”.751 Further differentiations among
different people’s active memories are to be accounted for using, firstly,
their different capacities to represent things to themselves,752 as already
mentioned; and also by other factors, their attention753 and, perhaps rath-
er surprisingly, their bodily mixture. “Surprisingly” because, of course,
part of the general direction of Plotinus’ explanation is towards a purely
psychic account of memory; it is furthermore obscure how the body can
have any influence on a psychic power, unless by diverting its attention.754

The strange thing is that here bodily mixture and attention are counted as
distinct factors, along with changes in the bodily mixture. It appears that
the expression is merely misleading, and bodily disturbances are active in
changing our capacity for memory because they catch our attention rather
than because they are the existential basis for memory.755

In the course of setting up his enquiry into the subject of memory,
Plotinus poses a question which, while it is not entirely perspicuous, is
of the greatest importance for a theory of memory. He asks if the living
thing remembers, how does it do it (t_r b tq|por)?756 Now, Plotinus does
not think that the living thing remembers; his view is that the soul is the
subject of memory. So he may not think that he owes us an answer to the
question. However, the reason that the question is interesting lies in the

750 See Aristotle’s view of the impairment of memory in old age and extreme youth
p. 73.

751 IV 3 29 28–31.
752 IV 3 29 33: aqt/r scil. t/r vamtas¸ar (HS, app. crit.).
753 Reading in IV 3 29 34 ta?r pqos´nesim with RJU (followed by HS, HBT, AHA),

not ta?r pq²nesim with wBC (MacK, Br�hier).
754 Cf. on body as a hindrance to memory, p. 148. For a discussion of Plotinus on

body-soul interaction see O’Meara 1985.
755 See above p. 73.
756 IV 3 25 43.
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fact that Plotinus’ opponents do apparently have an answer to it : The liv-
ing thing remembers in the way that wax takes on a form. In contrast,
Plotinus presents a representational theory of memory which does with-
out a material basis.757

3.2.5.2 Representation in the memory of thought

In IV 3 30, Aristotle’s view of thought is, again surprisingly, Plotinus’
starting point for his consideration of the memory of thought. What
he wishes to prove here is that representation is the key to memory,
and he considers two entirely different models, without, apparently, de-
ciding which one to accept. The first is Aristotelian, and the second
seems to be his own.758 The first (lines 2–5) has it that a representation
follows thought and if the representation remains then there is a memory
of the thing cognised, that is, of the thought.759 He then passes to the sec-
ond possibility saying merely that if the first is not right then one has to
find another way. The second possibility (lines 5–11) is that the recep-
tion of the thought into the representative faculty happens through a for-
mula (kºcor). The task of the present section is to explain just what these
suggestions mean.

Plotinus offers us two possibilities, without, on the face of it, deciding
which to accept. There are a variety of ways of interpreting this. We
might remember that the start of IV 3 describes the project of this

757 See Blumenthal 1971: 83: Plotinus nowhere gives an account of how the soul
does retain and store information. He does not go beyond the somewhat unhelp-
ful statement that memories are not of something stored up inside, but that the
soul stirs up [wakes up] the relevant power so that it possesses what it does not
have This, he says, involves no change [!kko¸ysir], unless one is to regard as
such that from potency to act, and no addition [oqd³m pqoscemºlemom] (III 6 2
42–49). On this account of memory see above p. 124; on the transition between
capacity and its realisation as not being a change, see p. 30 on the triple scheme
in Aristotle, and on Plotinus’ use of it. p. 125.

758 Cf. below p. 185.
759 On Aristotle’s view of the memory of thoughts, see above p. 42. McCumber’s

(1978) thesis is that, according to Plotinus, the soul needs images to think
forms, which it achieves by recollection; he actually thinks that recollection is
merely the path towards forms, i. e. learning, not what you do when you actually
think. See p. 164: Memory of intelligibles (i. e. recollection – R.K.) is distinct
from moOr ; when the soul is purely in moOr IV 4 1, because soul when purely
in moOr cannot change (IV 4 2 24 ff ). Thus, I think we should conclude that
IV 3 30 is also a discussion of the first form of memory from Ch. 25 and not
just the second (see above p. 143–144).
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work not as providing the solution to all problems concerned with the
soul, but merely to those which can be solved,760 and the implication
would be that we, Plotinus’ readers, might find ourselves confronted
with an insoluble problem, in which case the discussion would remain
aporetic. So the point behind the two suggestions would be that Plotinus
sees no rational way of deciding between them.761 A second way of pro-
ceeding would be to suggest that lines 5–11 effectively refute the sugges-
tion made in lines 2–5, by pointing to forms of thought that are in fact
not accompanied by representation.762

760 IV 3 1 1–4.
761 Cf. Blumenthal 1971: 88–89 who sees in lines IV 3 30 1–5 a first possibility: if

all thought is accompanied by an image (vamtas¸a), the persistence of the image
could account for memory here, as well as in the case of perceptual memory. Be-
sides this, Blumenthal allows the second possibility to stand (lines 5–16): the dis-
cursive sequel to the act of intuitive thought is taken into the imagination: the
kºcor deploys the thought and shows it to the imagination (Blumenthal thus
takes eQr t¹ vamtastijºm with 5deine in line 10; but it goes with 1p²cym as in
AHA’s translation) through these images we become aware of the thought that
is always in progress. He sees a similarity to the treatment in I 4 10 of conscious-
ness : intuitive thoughts are reflected onto a mirror, which is probably to be iden-
tified with the faculty of imagination. Thus he reads the second possibility not
merely of the process of learning but of the actual contemplation of ideas:
!m²lmgsir is the conscious contemplation of eternal thinking of soul. But one
should hold onto the distinction between learning, that is the recollection of
ideas, and the actual contemplation of them. I take recollection to be a discursive
process.

762 Warren (1966: 280–2) thinks IV 3 30 1–5 presents Aristotle’s theory, which
Plotinus does not explicitly reject, but it is unacceptable to Plotinus since he de-
nies that an image accompanies each thought: di²moia can happen unconsciously.
The rest of IV 3 30 gives Plotinus’ theory. So too Brisson 2005: 243 n. 508. This
is also the view of McCumber 1978: 164, who sees the chapter on the one hand
in connection with the question whether there is “memory of intelligibles”: De-
nying that Plotinus held a doctrine of the memory of intelligibles implies that all
memory ‘will consist in after-images of sensation’ then the ‘logos which accom-
panies the act of intellection’ in the sentence l. 5–8 will have to be equated with
the ‘imagination remaining on’ in the sentence 2–5 (n. 11 p. 163:). This equa-
tion is Blumenthal’s (1971: 89), who notes that the ‘translation’ of pure thought
into images is difficult. But of course it is not Plotinus’ view that all thinking is
accompanied by images (I 4 10 10–27): intellection proceeds even more strongly
without images than when we are aware of it. McCumber does not mention the
possibility that moOr is without representation, where discursive thought requires
it. Above all see the end of ch. 3.30 for moOr being without representation. The
second context McCumber sees here is the division into the two souls from chap-
ters 27 and 29. This distinction plays no role in Chapter 30; furthermore,
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In this section I will argue for a third form of interpretation, accord-
ing to which Plotinus in fact thinks that there are two ways in which one
can speak of the memory of thoughts. In order to understand this inter-
pretation, we must tackle a simple fact about IV 3 30, namely, that we are
dealing with two kinds of memory. These are required here because there
are two kinds of thought, acquired thought and innate thought. The two
kinds of memory of thoughts can be derived from the fundamental dis-
tinction made in IV 3 25 between memory of things acquired, that is
learnt or perceived,763 and of innate ideas. The striking thing is that
the first form of memory, perceptual memory, is also responsible for
memory of thoughts, namely acquired ones, theorems which we have
learned.764 The second kind of memory765 is concerned with the thoughts
that we always have, i. e. those of ideas and which do not, therefore, have
to be acquired. The question then is whether IV 3 30 is concerned with
the retention of thoughts or with the recollection of ideas.

The first would suggest that we are dealing with the means of reten-
tion and the second with the means of retrieval. From the point of view
of a theory of memory the following question has to be asked: is the func-
tion of representations here to retain (acquired) thoughts or is it to re-
trieve (innate) ideas? The first model might be taken as follows:

McCumber misses the point entirely that the shade has intellectual memories,
and the soul sensual ones. A further problem lies in his failure to distinguish rec-
ollection from memory. There may be recollection of ideas, but no memory of
them (see IV 4 1), there may be recollection of discursive thoughts, and also
memory of them (see IV 3 25 25, above p. 144).

763 Above p. 143, IV 3 25 10–11 t¹ t/r lm¶lgr 1pijt¶tou tim¹r C lah¶lator C
pah¶lator.

764 The question looks like a simple one to answer, assuming that the borders be-
tween what one learns and that which is innate are easy to establish. But one
just needs to think of what one might learn about triangles, to ask, if the concept
of triangle is innate, is the fact that the sum of their angles is equal to two right
angles not also innate? What else could be a l²hgla? The example of a triangle
may seem to be contentious, since all we can know about triangles is necessary,
and so in some sense part of the concept (but note that at I 3 3 5 l²hgla means
“mathematical studies”). IV 6 1 3 speaks of the retention of perceptions and
l²hgla. This may be a reference merely to the first kind of memory in IV 3
25, or include both the first and second kind. At IV 3 29 6–7 he denies that
the faculty of perception can be responsible for the memory of lah¶lata and
thoughts (diamo¶lata); this coupling confirms the problematic status of thought.

765 Mentioned at IV 3 25 25–34, above p. 144.
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R1: you retain the representation of the thought, and hence you remem-
ber the thought.

And the second model as:

R2: you form a representation of the thought, and hence recollect the
thought sc. which is in you.

Apparently, the two models are suited to the memory of different kinds of
thought, namely of discursive thoughts and of ideas, respectively. This
opens the way to my interpretation of the chapter. The two ways in
which the representative faculty may be responsible for the two kinds
of memories of thoughts are both permissible, but must be ascribed to
the relevant kind of thought. Lines 2–5 described the retention of discur-
sive thoughts. For these acquired theorems Plotinus utilises Aristotle’s
theory whereby representations follow, that is, accompany, thoughts. Be-
cause this is so, the retention of the representation is the retention of the
thought. Lines 5–11 then describe the way in which ideas are recollected
using kºcoi. In many ways, this is the most comfortable reading of the
chapter. We can then account for the fact that the first way is not refuted,
namely, because Plotinus holds it to be right. The memory of thoughts
(diamºgsir) is also attributable to the representative faculty. If a represen-
tation accompanies every thought, then when this representation remains
there is memory of this cognition.

What is Plotinus’ relation to Aristotle here? This passage is of cardinal
importance for an assessment of the relationship between the two theo-
rists. Br�hier766 thinks that Plotinus is inspired by Aristotle’s view767

that there is only accidental memory of thoughts. He understands this
to mean that while memory is only of sensible images, but can also be
applied to thought accidentally through sensible images, in the form of
“des formules du langage”. But Br�hier’s view does not really explain
why Plotinus follows Aristotle here. I think it can be explained on the fol-
lowing lines. We can take Plotinus to be giving qualified assent to Aris-
totle. He thinks Aristotle is right about thought being accompanied by
representation, if thought is taken to be discursive thought, but straight-
forward representation cannot be applied to moOr, rather, as we shall see,
representation articulates the ideas in recollection, and this goes beyond

766 Vol. 4 p. 169.
767 Above p. 42.
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Aristotle’s theory. A more fundamental discrepancy lies in the fact that
Aristotle clearly says that there is memory of thoughts only incidentally.
Even if Plotinus thinks that both discursive thoughts and ideas are re-
tained and recollected respectively using representations, he does not
say that this relegates thoughts to accidental objects of memory.768 None-
theless, in his view ideas are primarily objects of thought, and not the ob-
jects of memory, so there may be agreement under the surface of the text
here.

Now that we have discussed Plotinus’ method in his treatment of the
memory of thought, the next thing we have to discuss is the role of
vamtas_a here. The memory is of the thing cognised,769 and here that
is not the representation, but the thing thought of. It is important that
Plotinus does not think that we remember the representation, properly
speaking, but rather the thing that the representation is a representation
of. We have already seen that perceptual memory has the object of per-
ception as its object, mediated by the representation remaining from
the perception.770 Plotinus is more concrete than Aristotle in his expres-
sion of the relation between the representation and the thought. For Ar-
istotle, it is simply that there can be no thought without a representation.
Plotinus says that a representation follows (paqajokouhe?) every act of
thought; the same expression is used for the k|cor which accompanies
every thought,771 and one may well ask:

i) Is the relation of accompanying the same in both cases?
ii) What is it in each case?

On the one hand, one reason for thinking that accompanying is different
in each case is that the kºcor unpacks the thought, articulates it, in a way
which a representation need not. On the other hand, both representation
and kºcor may serve in some sense as a vehicle.772 In the case of the kºcor
this refers to making the thought in each case divisible, namely into sub-
ject and predicate773:

768 HBT (II b 504 ad loc.) compare Aristotle’s De mem. 1 449b31 and De an. III 7
427 b16. An additional difference from Plotinus emerges in the first passage in
that it also is concerned with the perception of time, which is not treated any-
where by Plotinus.

769 IV 3 30 4–5.
770 Above p. 176.
771 IV 3 30 2, 6.
772 Cf. HBT II b 504 ad IV 3 30 6.
773 This is Emilsson’s suggestion (1988: 136).
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Perhaps the reception into the representative power would be of the kºcor
which accompanies each thought. For the thought is without parts, when
it has not, as it were, come out, and escapes our notice inside.774

Besides showing Plotinus developing Aristotle’s view of thoughts, this dis-
cussion of the memory of thought is crucial because it makes clear that
vamtas¸a cannot simply be understood as a faculty of images. This is
clear when we consider kºcor serving as the way in which thoughts are
present in vamtas¸a. If the first lines of the chapter did not offer us
much of a clue as to the function of representation here, this is certainly
not true of the second part.775 The first part does in fact suggest that the
representation is a kind of image of the thought,776 but the second part is
one of the chief witnesses for Plotinus’ view that representation is a con-
ceptual or logical faculty, in some sense. This must be the case, since it is
able to take up, “receive” (paqadow¶) the kºcor which accompanies the
thought. The kºcor here has the function of developing, “unfolding”,
the thought, which until then is “inside”, and escapes our attention.
How are we to take these metaphors? One way would be to say that
we are dealing with thoughts of ideas, which are innate in us, and we
have here a description of the way in which discourse (kºcor) makes ex-
plicit our mastery of these concepts by making them manifest, for exam-
ple, in definitions. Another way of putting the same point would be to
say that in recollecting our innate thinking of ideas, we are exercising a
capacity to think.777 But what does all this have to do with memory?
The kºcor is said to display the thought “as if in a mirror”, and this is
the way that “remaining and memory” of the thought occurs. So once
we have displayed the concept using kºcor, we are able to grasp it con-
sciously, that is, there is apperception (!mt¸kgxir) of it.778 Whereas before
it was “inside”, but unconsciously so, and thus it escapes our attention
(5mdom cm kamh²mei),779 now it is available to our conscious thought. Plo-
tinus does not say so explicitly, but as we have seen the process of retrieval

774 IV 3 30 5–7. Emilsson (1988: 135–6) refers the thoughts here to perception;
but they do not contribute to perception (in contrast e. g. to the concepts in V 3
3 see above p. 164); they represent another activity which can disturb perception
(IV 3 30 13–16).

775 IV 3 30 5–11.
776 diamºgsir, IV 3 30 1, oXom eQjºmor ousgr toO diamo¶lator lines 3–4.
777 Cf. the way in which the second kind of memory is described in IV 6 3 15–16.
778 IV 3 30 13, 14.
779 IV 3 30 8.
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is !m²lmgsir.780 Innate ideas are retrieved and so made conscious using
representations. We have here a broad conception of memory in that in-
nate ideas are always in us, so that in a certain sense, time is not in-
volved.781 Recollecting something that always happens is in that sense
not temporal, but in another sense, of course, our recollection, from
the perspective of the embodied soul most certainly is temporal as
there is a before and an after with respect to the process of recollecting
the ideas.782

So in some sense, representation involves k|cor. We are explaining
here why the memory of thoughts involves representation, and the pres-
ent suggestion is grounded in the fact that, in order for there to be con-
sciousness and memory of thoughts, a k|cor enters the representative fac-
ulty and displays the thought. But in what sense are we to take k|cor
here? A preliminary point is that the turn of phrase “the k|cor displaying
the thought as if in a mirror”783 need not mean that in some way the
k|cor is pictorial.784 Rather, k|cor contributes to the representation of
the thought in vamtas_a, which in turn might be regarded as a pictorial
representation. But this last claim is still one that requires discussion. For
the point of the metaphor of the mirror may well be that something is
being represented, not that something is being pictorially displayed.

So how is k|cor to be taken here? If what we have said so far is right,
we are dealing with an articulated presentation, articulated at least in the
sense that it can now be divided into parts. Here at least, k|cor is ‘the
representative of a superior kind of reality at a lower level’.785 Ideas,
that is, the intellect, is being represented in the embodied soul. There
are still, however, questions that remain unanswered. To start with,
there is the intuition that lies behind Br�hier’s view, which has proved
to be widely appealing, that what we need here is a verbal formula. In

780 Cf. V 3 2 13–14, III 7 1 20–24.
781 Cf. the discussion of the memory of ideas in IV 3 25 25; and also the universal

memory problem, Introduction p. 3.
782 Cf. Merlan 1963: 76 n. 2.
783 IV 3 30 10.
784 Warren 1966: 282, ‘The image in conceptual imagination is not a picture where-

as that of sensation is.’ Warren refers to Clark 1942: 306–7 for non-pictorial
images (i. e. representations) in Plotinus. For judgements and vamtas¸a see
above fn. 482. Cf. I 4 10 esp. 10–21, also V 3 2–3, above p. 164.

785 Cf. Rist 1967: 84. The translators offer us the following: AHA “Verbal expres-
sion”, similarly MacK “verbal formula”, both following Br�hier’s “formule ver-
bale”; and perhaps HBT’s “Begriff (Wort)” and Brisson’s “discours” should be
seen in the same light.
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other words, something is said, when the idea is being explicated, that is
unpacked into its elements. This is surely an attractive, even an inevitable,
thought. A verbal formula, not necessarily uttered, may express an idea, in
some way presenting the content of the idea, for example in a defini-
tion.786 So k|cor is a verbal formula for a thought, arrived at or retrieved
by !m\lmgsir. When this formula represents the thought, then we are
able to remember it. Plotinus sums up the whole process by saying
that when we have recalled the thought, then we have apperception
(!mt_kgxir) of it, there is memory (lm^lg) and remaining (lom^).787 Pre-
sumably the point is that we first have to be conscious of thinking, so that
it remains, and then we can remember it. When we have done the recol-
lection necessary to recollect our innate thinking, then we can remember
it.

786 AHA (note 1 p. 130 to IV 3 30 16) glosses the “doctrine” in question as “the
awareness of our own thinking which makes memory possible can only take
place when pure thought is translated into images”. The problem with this read-
ing is that, while kºcor is many things in Plotinus it is certainly not an image. Cf.
Atkinson 1983: 49–54 on the meaning of kºcor in V 1 3 7–8. At least three
possible ways of taking kºcor in Plotinus: in moOr, in soul and uttered (see
also I 2 3 27–31). Dillon (1986: n. 6 p. 64) interprets kºcor here following Blu-
menthal (1971: 88) as a ‘discursive sequel’ (so too McCumber 1978: 165): ‘No
straightforward translation of kºcor will quite do here, as what Plotinus seems to
mean is a ‘projection’ of the original intuition (mºgla) onto the discursive level of
thought, which involves mental images. Br�hier’s ‘formule verbale’ is harmlessly
uninformative, as is Harder’s Begriff, and Armstrong’s ‘verbal expression’.’
(Emilsson 1988: 134–5 follows the last suggestion) What Dillon does not say
is quite what he means by “projection” (how pictorial is it? how conceptual?)
nor how this is connected to Blumenthal’s phrase. Several commentators are re-
minded here of a distinction that was apparently Stoic and is found elsewhere in
Plotinus himself, namely that between kºcor 1mdi²hetor and kºcor pqovoqijºr
(SVF II 135, Sextus Empiricus, Adv. math. VIII 275): for this distinction
HBT adduce V 1 3 7–9, and Pophyrius abst. 187,20: humans differ from
other animals not by uttered (pqovoqijºr) speech, but by the mental (1mdi²hetor)
kind. Philo distinguishes the sensible from the intelligible world using these two
concepts (Rist 1967: 100); cf. V 1 6 9–10.

787 IV 3 30 10–11. Cf. IV 3 29 24: remaining, IV 3 26 52: retention. The question
in both cases is what the relation between memory and these other phenomena is.
See Dillon’s rendering of these lines 9–11 (1986: 55–6) ‘the kºcor, unfolding
and proceeding from the thought into the imagination, displays the thought as
it were in a mirror and thus results the apprehension of it, its continued presence,
and consequently memory’. Emilsson (1988: 134–5) takes memory just to be
the preservation of the representation.
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Plotinus finishes the chapter788 by using the second model, according
to which the representative faculty presents a thought to the soul using a
k|cor, to account for the fact that although the soul is always moving to-
wards thinking the ideas, we do not always apperceive (!mt¸kgxir) that it
is. The reason lies in the Janus faced nature of the representative faculty,
which we have already met, namely it receives both acts of thought and
perceptions.789 Plotinus apparently assumes it cannot do both at once,
and since “we” i. e. embodied souls, do perceive sometimes, we quite nat-
urally cannot be conscious of thinking all the time. Far from being the
unity behind all mental acts, apperception depends on representation,
and is therefore directed at either perception or thought, but not simul-
taneously at both.790

788 IV 3 30 11–16.
789 On vamtas¸a see above p. 110. Its two sides are well represented by IV 3 23 32:

like something intellectual, and I 8 15 18: a blow from something irrational out-
side. Cf. Dillon 1986: 56 ‘the main thing is that the imagination is clearly rec-
ognised as receptive of images from above as well as sense-data’, so vamtas¸a is
situated at the ‘border as it were of two levels of soul’.

790 On this difference from modern conceptions of consciousness, see Emilsson
1991: 164, and on consciousness more generally, see above p. 153. This passage
poses especial problems for the relation of the representative faculty to percep-
tion, in that here representation is independent of perception, since it can be ac-
tive, representing thoughts, apart from any perception. This is problematic, in-
sofar as in other texts Plotinus says that consciousness of thought depends on re-
ception of the cognition into the perceptive faculty (IV 8 8 6–9). AHA compares
also I 4 9–10, HBT cite V 1 12 11; Atkinson (1983: 245 ad V 1 12 5–7) sug-
gests that the representative faculty comes in the later writings (IV 3 and I 4) to
replace the perceptive faculty of the early ones. For a close connection between
representative faculty and perception he cites I 4 10 15, IV 4 17 12, III 6 4
45; he thinks the two are identified in V 1 12 5–7. vamtas¸a may also provide
a representation of the intelligible world V 8 9 7, and of the good V 6 5 15 (At-
kinson 1983: 225–6). This would suggest that the representation of ideas is a
function of the perceptual vamtas¸a. (Another related topic is the role of ideas
in perception VI 7 6 2–6, I 1 9 10, V 3 3 1–5, above p. 164. Cf. Blumenthal
1971: 106.) In some texts representation serves the understanding (see above p.
164), whereas representation, at least perceptual representation, here prevents
thought. One response to this textual situation is to say that there is not really
any hard and fast distinction between perception and representation. See above
fn. 738. This is unsatisfactory, since Plotinus argues expressly that memory
does not belong to the perceptive faculty (see esp. IV 3 29 1–7, above 3.2.5.1
Representation in perceptual memory) and that it does belong to the representa-
tive faculty. The two faculties cannot therefore be straightforwardly identical.
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3.2.6 Shared memories and their loss

3.2.6.1 Shade and soul: shared memories, and an ethical separation

One of the problems mentioned in the Introduction791 was the memory-
self problem, concerning the relation between self and memory: what is
the explanation for the fact that I can apparently only remember things
that happened to me, things I have perceived, learned, experienced?
One question that arises in this difficult area is whether this entails
that only one person has a set of particular memories; or can different
people have the same memories? This would be possible if the unity of
the person were not a necessary condition for memory. This question
is acute for Plotinus since he starts his treatment of memory from the
problem of souls in the underworld, which in fact are shades of the
souls which are with the gods. Now that he has identified vamtas¸a as
the faculty responsible for memory both of perception (Chapter 29)
and thought (Chapter 30), he returns in Chapter 31 to the shade and
soul and their possession of two memories each. We have already dis-
cussed the division into shade and soul, and their various memories,
and we have mentioned the example given, Homer’s description of Hera-
cles. Curiously, he sees no problem with the divided memory when shade
and soul are apart,792 but we now have to tackle the question of how the
two are related when they are together in us. Plotinus assumes that shade
and soul then form a unity, so the question is which one of them has
memory. If both did, then the representations (vamtas¸ai) would be dou-
ble. What he has to do is to explain the fact that we apparently (in life)
have a single memory faculty, although he thinks that there are potential-
ly two (after death). I think that the way Plotinus divides shade and soul,
generally speaking, is a matter of the way they lead their lives, the one
practically and the other theoretically inclined. Although he uses spatial
language for the separation of the two souls or soul and shade (in
Hades, in heaven) after death, the basic nature of the separation is actual-
ly ethical. To repeat: in embodied life, one is theoretically, and the other
practically inclined. After death, they may then be in different places in
some sense, but the reason for their localities lies in their inclinations.793

791 Above p. 1–2.
792 IV 3 31 2–3: wyq·r l³m owm owsai 1w´tysam 2j²teqa.
793 McCumber 1978: 162 asks why there is an account of the memories of the high-

er and lower souls in IV 3 and 4 which is obscure in itself and in apparent discord
with Plotinus’ other discussions. He thinks, rightly, that the problem can be re-
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Their different inclinations provide the reason for their different memo-
ries.

One thing Plotinus excludes very clearly is that the soul should have
exclusively intellectual memories and the shade perceptual ones, on the
grounds, already mentioned above, that a complete difference in object
of memory would then produce two living things with nothing in com-
mon.794 Hence the shade has some intellectual memories, and the soul
some perceptual ones. What these perceptual memories are in the case
of the separate soul, is a question he pursues in Chapter 32, and will
be discussed in the next section; the ethical slant of his enquiry there con-
firms our approach to the present chapter. Here, in Chapter 31, in deal-
ing with the embodied soul, he describes the way the two faculties of
memory are related in terms of harmony and control. So long as they har-
monise, we do not notice that there are two of them. This harmony, he
says, exists when the better of the souls is in charge:795 then the represen-
tation is one, and the two representative faculties are not separate
(wyq_r).796 He compares unity of the representations to one shadow fol-
lowing another one, or like a smaller light placed under a larger one. In
contrast, when the representations are not in harmony, then the inferior
representative faculty becomes obvious, although it still escapes our notice
that it is in something else, i. e. in the shade. The division between shade

solved by noting the question which introduces the division into higher and
lower souls IV 3 25 35–8: which soul do such so called lm¶lg and !m²lmgsir
belong to, or do they belong to the concrete living thing (he notes the reference
to memory and recollection at IV 3 25 27–33)? No answer is given by Plotinus,
but one is implied in IV 4 3.3 f: memory of the forms stops the higher soul from
falling further. He criticises Blumenthal’s view (1971: 91 f) that the lower soul is
introduced to preserve the impassivity of the soul and to preserve the possibility
of error and illusion. This does not answer the question why Plotinus assigns
memory at all to the higher soul. Blumenthal’s answer is to preserve character
through memories between incarnations (1971: 95). This will not do, as
McCumber sees: souls of heavenly bodies have no memories (IV 4 6 7–13)
but preserve identity ‘at least partially, it appears’, through direct intuition of
its orbit (IV 4 7 13- IV 4 8 4). In IV 4 3 and 4, the orientation of the soul is
ascribed to memory. See below p. 213.

794 IV 3 31 5–8.
795 IV 3 31 9–13 7G ftam l³m sulvym0 B 2t´qa t0 2t´qô, oqj emtym oqd³ wyq·r t_m

vamtastij_m, jqatoOmtºr te toO t/r jqe¸ttomor, 4m t¹ v²mtasla c¸metai, oXom
paqajokouho¼sgr sji÷r t` 2t´q\, ja· rpotq´womtor oXom slijqoO vyt¹r le¸fomi.

796 The same expression he has used for the shade in Hades and the soul in heaven
(IV 3 31 2 and 10).
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and soul is something we do not generally notice,797 since the soul is in
charge of the shade. It seems that what is meant by this domination of
the inferior shade by the superior soul is a form of ethical control. It
would seem to operate on two levels. There is a basic control, as it
were, a normative level, which then may or may not be realised in
what actually happens. The actual course of events is thus the second
level at which the soul may control the shade.

John Dillon provides an example of how they conflict: one is medi-
tating and one has bodily senses and organs under control, then the lower
imagination (i. e. vamtas_a) is not inoperative, although it is not appa-
rently doing anything. It has merely subordinated its activity to that of
the higher. In contrast, unsuccessful meditation is disturbed by conflict-
ing images: ‘Here the second spotlight is no longer focused on the same
spot as the first ; it begins to wander here and there, and distracting im-
ages impinge upon the central one.’798 The point is of course that one
meditates on something. Meditation requires an object, and so too with
representation, in that it is the way objects are present to one. Hence if
the lower, practical representation, concerned with perception, needs
and passions, impinges, then the soul occupies itself with objects other
than those to which the better soul is directed. Attention paid to practical
matters detracts from philosophising and hence it is important that the
soul have control of the shade so that we spend our time with intellectual
memories.

Plotinus underlines the ethical direction of this whole discussion
when he says that low company is soon forgotten when we move in better
circles.799 The superior soul, although it has access to all that happens to
the compound has no real interest in remembering everything that hap-

797 Following HS’s transposition of fti from IV 3 31 15 to f ti in line 14.
798 Dillon (1986: 56) refers to Blumenthal 1971: 94 ff for difficulties which the

image involves Plotinus in. See also p. 90: Blumenthal thinks that the only pos-
sible interpretation of what harmony or disharmony could mean is that the lower
imagination becomes evident when one devotes oneself to the memory of sensi-
ble objects. Blumenthal then attacks this theory on the grounds that sensible
memory is no different from intellectual memory insofar as both are expressed
in images, of which the only difference lies in their origin. So the superior mem-
ory could be conscious of all the inferior ones. Blumenthal’s idea is that the dis-
harmony lies in the fact some memories are in the one which are not in the other.
But he misses the clear point that it is a matter of control and different interests in
the shade and the soul; these two aspects are what have to be brought into har-
mony with one another.

799 IV 3 31 16–18, cf. also IV 3 27 15–20.
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pens on a practical level. It is really, and properly, interested in thought.
And the way it comes to concentrate on thought is by forgetting.

3.2.6.2 The good of forgetting: shared memories, their effects
and their loss

The question, we should remember, that is guiding this discussion of
memory is what can the soul remember when it is alone. We have reached
a stage where we have seen that it can remember everything that shade
and soul have experienced. And we have seen that memory is directed
by inclinations. But not only is memory guided by the soul’s interest,
so is forgetting. What now follows is a justification of forgetting. For
what is sometimes seen as a process of purification, the soul casting off
impurities gathered in company with the body, is here a process of forget-
ting. Returning to the true self, to thought of ideas, is partly a process of
recollection of the ideas, but also forgetting embodied existence.

But we begin modestly, with the ethically acceptable aspects of a citi-
zen’s life, before going on to treat the systematic function of forgetting.
For surely the superior soul may remember its friends, children, wife
and city,800 in short everything which it would be proper for a civilised801

person to remember.802 Such objects belong to things that both shade and
soul remember, but they do so differently. The shade remembers with
passion (p\hor), and the soul without. Nonetheless, in some way some-
thing of the passion is passed on to the soul:

For the passion, perhaps, was in the representative faculty even from the be-
ginning, and those of the passions which had any good quality pass to the
noble soul, in so far as it has any communication with the other one.803

800 For these memories, cf. IV 3 27 23–24.
801 This is the only chapter in which !ste?or appears in Plotinus.
802 It will be worth bearing in mind that to have a memory of my country, there has

to be some memory of the self the country is attached to. These are questions we
approach again in IV 4 2, below p. 201.

803 IV 3 32 4–6 (AHA trans. , altered) t¹ c±q p²hor Usyr ja· 1n !qw/r 1m 1je¸m\ ja·
t± !ste?a t_m pah_m t0 spouda¸ô, jahºsom t0 2t´qô ti 1joim¾mgse. 1m 1je¸m\ re-
fers back to t¹ l³m in line three, which refers to the representative faculty, but
without any division (as at IV 3 31 1; see HBT II b 505 ad loc, not to Br�hier’s
“l’homme”). For a perhaps parallel division of passion into an opinion and an
unexamined representation, see III 6 4 13–23, esp. 19–21. The primary repre-
sentation would then belong to the soul, the unexamined one merely to the
shade. It is however, quite possible that the point here is another one, more con-
cerned with those aspects of a passion that are harmonious with the soul.
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In Plotinus’ scheme of things the representative faculty is responsible for
passion.804 The soul is of course not itself capable of undergoing a pas-
sion, but it can be directed by the opinion that constitutes a passion.
One might think of Socrates’ patriotism as an example of a passion trans-
posed into a higher key, into passionless opinion, by reason. Thus one
side of shared memory is, again, a question of the good. The separation
between soul and shade marks that between something affected and
something which only attends to the good. The converse of this relation
is that of course the shade, “the worse soul”,805 can learn from the soul. If
it is a “civilised” shade, that is, one that lives harmoniously with the soul
it is an image of, then it can strive for the active memories of the soul.
Plotinus also envisages the possibility of violent restraint of the shade
by the soul. The memories shared between shade and soul are thus not
merely a static sharing of inventory, but make up a sharing that is
aimed at the improvement of the shade. The ethical slant we noticed
in the distinction of their memories is pursued here.

Perhaps surprisingly, the same is true of the soul’s forgetting.806 On
the one hand, it certainly makes sense that the soul has to get rid of its
past, if it is eventually to be completely absorbed in thinking, and on
the other, it only needs to forget if its life here was not such as to produce
memories of the better kind.807 Plotinus even finds a Platonic quotation
for this theory, namely that it is good here, in this life, “to stand outside
human concerns”,808 and hence better, when “there”, that is after death,
also to be without memories of them. The further justification for this
move is that the soul “both flees the many and brings together the

804 On p²hor, see Fleet 1996: 118–9, and I 1 5–7.
805 AHA translates “the whole soul”, as a translation for tμm l³m we¸qoma line 6 (cf.

line 10), as opposed to the better one (jqe¸ttym). Perhaps the idea behind this
translation is that the soul anyway strives for its own active remembering, and
the worse souls should do so too. Ergo the whole soul does.

806 HBT II b 505: line 17 1pik¶sloma “die �berraschende Eigenschaft der guten
Seele”; cf. Plato’s remark (Republic VI 486D1–2) that the soul should not be 1pi-
k¶slym among those who love wisdom sufficiently, but rather being good at re-
membering (lmglomijºr) (cf. also Laws IV 710C6); this may be a reason that
Plotinus feels the need to defend the good of forgetting. Cf. the forgetfulness
at Phaedrus 248C.

807 IV 3 32 13–15. Thus forgetting need not mean, at this stage, leaving all acquired
memories behind (for these see IV 3 25 11).

808 The quotation is from Plato (Phaedrus 249C9–D1).
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many into unity by eschewing the unbounded.”809 One way of under-
standing this gnomic saying is that the soul improves itself by philoso-
phising. In other words, by doing dialectic, that is to say by determining
the relations between the ideas, it returns to itself. It would seem that at a
cognitive level this is what “eschewing the unbounded” means. If you de-
termine what the ideas are, then you have nothing to do with the un-
bounded, since ideas are just what is definite and, as it were bounded.
But it is unclear if he does not also think that one thereby also avoids
the many. For Plotinus goes on to say that “in this way the soul is not
with the many, but is light and on its own”. Thus it ceases to have com-
merce with individuals, i. e. the many that fall under an idea, and deals
only with ideas. In so doing it becomes light.810 He draws a parallel be-
tween what the soul does there with what it does here. In both cases it
abandons all that is different,811 that is to say, formed by the difference
which characterises the many. It is attractive to see abandoning the
many as the abandonment of perception, that is of individuals falling
under the ideas. In abandoning perception, the soul then turns to
thought. In so doing it turns away from the world of bodies, including
memories of bodily existence. Turning to thought brings forgetting em-
bodied life in its train.

In concluding this discussion, Plotinus allows that Heracles will re-
member his virtue, but wishes to make room for a greater sort of hero,
namely one who has competed in the competitions of the wise, and
who is correspondingly in a higher place. In other words, he denies

809 It might be possible to see in IV 3 32 19–20 t± pokk± eQr 4m sum²cei a reference
to t¹ 6m (cf. SP s.v. 322.54). It is reasonable that ideas, insofar as they gather
things together, simply are not comprehensible without unity; and perhaps
this unity also displays the way in which they serve the good. The unbounded
has marked connotations of a lack of value for Plotinus. The phrase refers to mat-
ter (I 8 3 13), body (IV 7 8220), badness (I 8 9 6); and finally things can be nu-
merically unbounded. HBT refer to Epinomis 992B, and to the principle for di-
alectic, also in the Epinomis 991E. In view of the quotation from the Phaedrus in
line 16, and the connection with the placement of souls in the cosmos, one might
also think of the difficult description of dialectic there (249B-C, 265D); in the
first passage !m²lmgsir also plays a role. Plotinus also refers to the Phaedrus in his
own brief account of dialectic I 3 esp. 4 9–18.

810 This unique use of the word 1kavq² (LSJ translate “relieved”) may be another
reminiscence of the Phaedrus, this time of the winged soul (246C).

811 IV 3 32 22: 5ti owsa 1mtaOha !v¸gsi p²mta fsa %kka. AHA adds “[from that
world]”.
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that Heracles, the model of the practical man, reaches the heights of a
philosopher.812 The heroism of the latter consists in contemplation.

3.3 “The soul is and becomes what it remembers.”

3.3.1 Thinking without memory

The short answer to the question of what the soul will remember when it
is separated from body,813 that is, when actually contemplating ideas, is :
nothing. This section presents a rather longer answer to this question, and
we can summarise it as follows. Like Aristotle, Plotinus thinks that think-
ing, and being able to think, in this particular sense, require no memory,
in that thought is an exercise of intellect and not memory. There is, there-
fore, much that the contemplating soul can forget, as we have seen in the
last chapter. However, it does not need to forget all that it can remem-
ber.814 For the soul faces reincarnation, or at least continued existence
in the heavens, and so still preserves the capacity to remember. When
the soul turns away from contemplation, actual memory starts815 and
then plays a central role in determining what kind of existence the soul
inclines to.

812 Porphyry, in his need to get nine treatises for his fourth Ennead, breaks off the
treatment in mid-sentence; an outrageous procedure which editors and transla-
tors have been curiously reticent about (Br�hier ends IV 3 with a comma, and
without commentary; HS remark dryly ‘continuatur sententia in IV 4 1 1’;
AHA says that the break is odd, but less odd if one considers that the sentence
is anakolouthic, and that the divide marks the transition from Heracles to the
sage, hence putting great emphasis on the question at the start of IV 1; he com-
pares it with the start of III 2, as do HBT, who punctuate with a -; strictly they
should not have given IV 4 another chronological number at all ; the same might
apply to Brisson, who says this (2005: 14): “Si Porphyre a distingu� les trois
trait�s, il leur a toutefois reserv� le mÞme titre et les a publi�s de faÅon � ce
qu’ ils se suivent et que leur coh�rence ne fasse pas le moindre doubte : il
s’agit bien l� d’ une mÞme enquÞte plotinienne, d’ un mÞme enseignement”.
And then at the end of IV 3 32, p. 245, n. 542: “La phrase se poursuit dans
le trait� suivant, ce qui indique bien la coupure faite par Porphyre est al�atoire”.
The division is, however, textually indefensible, although a new stage in this part
of the enquiry does occur at this point.

813 The question is raised in IV 3 27 15–16, 23–24.
814 Despite IV 3 32 12–18.
815 In IV 4 3, below p. 207.
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The discussion of the relation between memory and actual contem-
plation in IV 4 1 is very difficult. The core of the difficulty can be de-
scribed as follows. The problem that Plotinus faces is that contemplation
is not a temporal process, and so can allow, apparently, no memory. So he
has to describe contemplation in such a way that time is not involved.
How can there be an activity, where nothing changes from an earlier
state to a later one?816

Plotinus, confronted with the problem of describing something of
which we have no accessible experience appeals to consistency, that is
he tries to present a view that is both in itself consistent, but also consis-
tent with the rest of his views about the soul.817 In this way, he wants to
show what the soul will do when “in the intelligible and in the presence of
that essence”.818 As he goes on to say, it is consistent to say that the soul
contemplates the ideas, i. e. is active in relation to them, and that is what
it means for the soul to be there.819 He draws a conclusion from his con-
ception of what “he thinks” means, namely that it does not include “he
has thought”.820 That is to say, being active about the ideas means only
being active about the ideas now, that is, in an eternal present which ex-
cludes any past. Hence when the separated soul actually contemplates
ideas, it is outside time, and so does not actually remember anything
of its embodied existence. In other words it excludes any memory of
what we did, when in our bodies, e. g. that we philosophised here, or
that we contemplated the ideas when embodied. However, as we shall
see, the soul still possesses the capacity for memory.

Two Aristotelian associations may occur to the reader at this point,
one suggesting that Plotinus is here following Aristotle and the other
that he is correcting him. First, the correction. The first text that

816 On this problem see Sorabji 1983: Chapter 8.
817 !jºkouhom IV 4 1 2. This could of course mean that the view he goes on to

sketch follows from something that precedes, but there do not seem to be suitable
premises in what has already been said for this to be an attractive reading. An-
other way he arrives at conclusions about the way we exist after death is analogy
with the embodied soul (IV 3 32 21–24).

818 IV 4 1 1–2 1m t` mogt` ja· 1p· t/r oqs¸ar 1je¸mgr. I take this as a hendiadys for
contemplating the ideas.

819 IV 4 1 3–4.
820 IV 4 1 8. HBT refer to IV 4 7 3: the heavenly bodies always see god and it is

hence not possible to say that they have seen him.
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comes to mind is the well-known description of actions as opposed to
changes.821 Actions are said to have a temporal structure of the form:

If a F-s at t1 and F is an action, then it is also true that a has F-ed at t1.

So Plotinus would be trying to exclude thinking from being an action in
Aristotle’s sense, in that according to the former, when a soul thinks at t1,
it has not thereby thought at t1. According to Aristotle’s theory of actions,
thought, along with other actions, requires no time for completion. It is
not a change towards an end, since the end has already been attained. Ar-
istotle thinks that the possibility of saying that if one thinks at t1, then
one has thought at t1 is grounded in the instantaneous completion of
thought. This temporal structure is not acceptable to Plotinus, since in
his theory thinking is complete in the eternal present, without any
need for it to have reached its end just when it is being performed.
One has to add that Aristotle himself would not draw the conclusion
from the structure of actions that memory must be involved in them.
In his view, if I am thinking at t1 it may be true that that at t1 I have
also thought, but not true that at t1 I remember having thought. It is
at least clear that he does not think that memory is a necessary concom-
itant of thought, which is an action in his sense.

So much for Plotinus’ correction of Aristotle. Now for the point
where he follows him. The relation between thinking and memory that
Aristotle himself posits is what we find Plotinus describing.822 Aristotle
thinks that it is only possible to have a thought accidentally in one’s mem-
ory. Thus thought does not include the memory of what one is thinking.
It is above all not an exercise of a capacity to remember, but of a capacity
to think. The cornerstone of Aristotle’s view here is what I called “the ar-
gument from activity”.823 If you ask someone who is thinking what they
are doing, they will say, I am thinking, and not, I am remembering. In-
deed, an impartial observer would say the same.

Let us look at the way Plotinus excludes time, and hence all forms of
active memory, from the disembodied soul’s thinking:

821 Met. IX 6 1048b18–35; of thought (moe?m) line 25. See Jaeger’s (1957) apparatus
ad. loc. for the slim textual support for printing these lines here; see Burnyeat
2008b.

822 See above p. 42.
823 See p. 30; we return to it below p. 215.

3.3 “The soul is and becomes what it remembers.” 195



If, as is thought, all thinking is timeless, and things there are in eternity and
not in time, it is impossible to have memory there, not merely of things here,
but of anything whatever: rather each thing is present, since there is neither
discursive thought nor any transition.824

There are three concepts of change or motion that are relevant here. Two
are here excluded from thought. The first is di´nodor,825 translated “dis-
cursive thought”; it might mean any form of change,826 and the second
is “transition” (let²basir). The third is “change” (j¸mgsir) and Plotinus
sees thought as change in this sense.827 So what he is going to do is to
show how thought828 as a change does not require before and after,829 suc-
cession of a certain kind, and that it is therefore timeless.830

That it is a question of excluding a certain kind of succession is con-
firmed by the next section:831 moOr does not perform division832 either of
kinds into their species, nor conversely the collection of species into uni-
versals. Because moOr is “all together”833 it does not have such actual divi-
sion and collection (of course, species and kinds can be divided and col-
lected, but that is the work of di\moia and not moOr)834, and neither does

824 IV 4 1 11–16.
825 IV 4 1 15.
826 di´nodor line 15. SP give three meanings a) passage, process, progression, discur-

sion b) detailed survey c) detailed exposition, and rank the present use with a).
HBT, Br�hier, AHA, MacK all favour discursive thought – i.e. either SPs b or
c (and perhaps these two meanings are not really to be distinguished). Cf. The-
aetetus 207C.

827 Change is of course one of the greatest kinds in the Sophist, and so applicable to
the intelligible world, see VI 2 esp. 7–8, also: III 7 3; cf. for the connection be-
tween life, thought and change, see Sophist 249A.

828 This is said explicitly at IV 4 1 26–28.
829 For priority and posteriority in change see III 7 12, III 7 9 55, 57, 60, 62, 64.
830 Cf. IV 4 10 6 for the atemporality of life, and VI 1 16 16 for that of activity: the

whole of the latter chapter is relevant to the question. For Plotinus there comes to
the conclusion that change (j¸mgsir) can happen all at once, and hence in time-
lessness, quoting Phys. I 3 186a15–16 for Aristotle’s view that this is true of
letabok¶ e. g. freezing. See 253b23, 236a27. Ross (1936: 471) cites also illumi-
nation as an instantaneous change from De an. 418b20–26. HBT compare IV 3
25 13 on the atemporality of god, being and moOr ; and VI 5 11 14 ff. McGuire
and Strange (1988: 252) suggest that Aristotle’s conception of activity is the
model for eternal activity of moOr.

831 IV 4 1 16–25.
832 On dia¸qesir see the texts quoted above p. 192.
833 Following Kleist’s emendation in line 18 of %ma to m`. Anaxagoras’ slogan also

occurs at I 1 8 8, III 6 6 23, V 3 15 21.
834 In dialectic: see I 3 4.
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the soul, when it is just contemplating things, as here. It moves neither up
nor down between universal and species.

Plotinus moves from moOr to soul, with a purely negative argument:
he does not think that anything prevents the soul from having the same
kind of cognition as moOr, presumably because the one thing that might
disperse its attention, perception, is not active, because it cannot be acti-
vated in the absence of sense organs. So the soul’s “collected attention is
directed towards the collected”.835 Thought is not the apprehension of
something entirely simple, but rather all acts of thought are of many
things together. Thought is unified thought of an articulated whole. Plo-
tinus illustrates what he means using an example, namely the perception
of a face. Thus he uses the perception of a single thing and its parts to
illustrate thought of the relations of ideas to one another. There are
many perceptions – of the eyes, nose etc. – which all happen simultane-
ously (ûla).836 When these different perceptions are distinguished (“div-
ided and unfolded”), then there is something like a concentration of at-
tention.837 They have to be put together again, by our concentrating
on them, and, it seems that this requires the retention of the separate el-
ements that are reunited. Thus we have a simultaneous apprehension of
an articulate whole. This is his account of the order among ideas:

And, as the before and after in the forms is not temporal so too [the soul]
will not make its act of intellection of earlier and later in time. For it is in
an order, just as the order of a plant for the observer, which begins from
the roots and goes right up towards the top is no different from the before
and after in the order for the onlooker who sees the whole.838

835 IV 4 1 19–20.
836 One may well ask if simultaneity is not just as much a temporal relation as before

and after; Plotinus obviously thinks that there is an eternal present (cf. line
14–5: 5stim 6jastom paqºm7), which is not temporal. Simultaneity is thus merely
the negation of succession, as it were happening within the eternal present.

837 1map´qeisir. AHA’s translation (for this sense, see IV 3 17 23); HBT offer “Fes-
thalten”, presumably as a contrast to the unified glance which grasps the face in
one, some kind of retention is needed to run through the elements ; a satisfactory
sense, if one could extract it from the Greek. The idea of concentration may be
that of bringing the distinct elements together. Alternatively, he might be describ-
ing just what happens when moOr runs through an articulated whole: it does it
just by moving along them with its attention. The weakness of this reading
lies is that it makes 1map´qeisir a close relation of 1pibok¶, and that is said to
be gathered together (line 20).

838 IV 4 1 26–31 T¹ d³ pqºteqom ja· t¹ vsteqom 1m to?r eUdesim oq wqºm\ cm oqd³
tμm mºgsim toO pqot´qou ja· rst´qou wqºm\ poi¶sei7 5sti c±q ja· t²nei, oRome·
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These lines are difficult. The lesson they are trying to convey is that there
is a kind of order among the objects of thought which is not temporal,
although it is parallel to temporal order. We seem to begin with a typi-
cally Plotinian argument from the nature of the objects of thought to
the nature of thought.839 This conclusion is based, although not explicitly
here, on the view that intellect, intelligible and intellection are identi-
cal.840 If they are indiscernible, and one is not temporal then neither
are the other two. Ideas, what thought is about, are not temporal,
hence neither is thinking about them.841 Nonetheless, Plotinus wants to
assert that there is order among ideas, and that this order is firstly a
kind of succession. An example might be: animal is prior to human.
The temporal order of the plant might be here the way it grows,842

from the root upwards, in temporal succession. But for someone who
sees the whole at a glance, there is exactly the same order or arrangement
of the parts as in their succession.

Read in this way there are two major weaknesses to the argument.
Firstly, it seems to confuse the order of generation with logical order. Fur-
thermore, logical order does not usually have consequences for the order
of thinking: the fact that ideas possess a certain order does not entail that
thinking of them will have the same order, unless the thinking is entirely
regulated by the order of the ideas. This latter assumption is of course not
an unreasonable one to make for Plotinus’ view of moOr. Presumably he
thinks that intellectual order determines the order of intellection. And
secondly we are left asking about the succession in thought. For if
thought is a form of j_mgsir then we still have, as it were, one thing
after another. And why should this order not be temporal?843 The answer
to this is that in thought the idea is grasped as a unity in which all of the

vutoO B t²nir 1j Nif_m !qnal´mg 6yr eQr t¹ %my t` heyl´m\ oqj 5wei %kkyr C
t²nei t¹ pqºteqom ja· t¹ vsteqom ûla t¹ p÷m heyl´m\. Translations of these
very obscure lines vary greatly. Points of unclarity include the following: (1)
what is the subject of poi¶sei? (2) Does “the before and after” carry on from
the clause before (Br�hier, HBT, apparently; MacK) or does it refer to the soul
(AHA)? (3) Is there one or two observers, one who looks it up and down and
one who takes it in at a glance?

839 Cf. IV 7 10 esp. 30–37.
840 Above all V 3 5; cf. Menn 2001, Slez�k 1979: 126–134.
841 This is the basis of the proof of the immortality of the soul in IV 7 10.
842 IV 4 1 26–31. See Smith 1996: 211 on this passage.
843 Cf. De an. I 3 407a8–10 where Aristotle argues that the fact that thought is suc-

cessive does not mean that moOr is a magnitude.
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elements are grasped at once. There is no change in the sense that moOr
moves from one idea to another, and leaves one behind.

Up to now we have been considering the soul contemplating one
thing, for example a face or a plant, as a model for the order in which
the contents of its thoughts are arranged. The final question asked
about the order of thinking concerns a succession of objects of
thought.844 When the soul first considers one thing, and then a multi-
tude, indeed a totality (of ideas), how does it then have one in mind,
and then the other? Thus it is a question of how the articulated whole
of the realm of ideas can be thought of, in succession, but without
time, and hence without memory. Plotinus’ answer starts from the rela-
tion between the capacity of thought and its activities. The capacity of
thought is one in such a way that it is differentiated by the different
things it thinks about, that is, actually thinks about. Activity divides
it.845 But inversely, the capacity for thought is not exhausted, that is,
used up, by each act of thought: it continues to exist as a unity unifying
all the activities.

In other words, the soul has one power of thought which produces
different acts when different things are thought of.846 The power stays
the same even when the acts are different. What remains unclear, howev-
er, is how the unity of the capacity is meant to avoid the succession of acts
being temporally divided. For even if it is one capacity that is being ac-
tualised in different acts, the succession of acts would seem to form a tem-
poral series.

It is perhaps a help to remember a way in which Plotinus thinks that
some capacities can be realised without that change which involves mat-
ter. We have already met the distinction originating with Aristotle be-

844 IV 4 1 31–38, esp. 31–33.
845 HBT cite Aristotle, Met. VII 13 1039a7; see also VI 9 5 17, IV 9 5 13.
846 The text of IV 4 1 35–36 is corrupt and has not been satisfactorily emended. I

follow HS’ reconstruction of line 35, with Theiler’s deletion of oq, following the
Arabic Theologia II 20, and his swifol´m, in line 36 instead of cimol´mym, as does
AHA, tentatively. The one power is one in such a way that the many are in an-
other (either a) in what thinks or b) the many ideas are related to one another by
being in another one) and all do not exist in virtue of a single act of thought. For
the activities are not in virtue of a unity, but are in each case through a resting
power, divided (<swifol´mg>) in the different objects. HS’ text of lines 33–
38 reads: 6G B d¼malir B l¸a ovtyr Gm l¸a, ¢r pokk± 1m %kk\, ja· oq jat±
l¸am mºgsim p²mta. AR c±q 1m´qceiai oq jahf 6ma, !kk’ !e· p÷sai dum²lei
2st¾s,7 1m d³ to?r %kkoir cimol´mym. 7Gdg c±q 1je?mo ¢r lμ 4m cm dumgh/mai
tμm t_m pokk_m 1m aqt` v¼sim d´nashai pqºteqom oqj emtym.
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tween capacities for changes that run between contraries, and capacities
for change that are simply the actualisation of the nature of the thing
concerned.847 Thus the realisation of the soul’s capacity to think is not
a change in the first sense. The soul is able to receive the nature of the
many, that is the many ideas, in itself, and so realise them in its acts of
thinking. There is a relationship of before and after here, namely that be-
tween capacity and act; but none that Plotinus considers to be temporal.
The point may be put as follows. The act does not do away with the ca-
pacity, so there is not a sense in which something perishes in the change.
All that happens is the realisation of the soul’s capacity to think.

Thus we have apparently moved here from an argument about the
different acts of thought being held together by the capacity to think,
to an argument about a single intelligible (1je?mo), that is, the soul, ac-
tually containing all the many ideas, which are only divided by the acts
of thought.848 What Plotinus apparently wishes to deny is that one can
think about intelligibles in isolation; when you think of one, you are
thinking of them all, without there being memory necessary when you
move from one to another preserving the last form thought of. Although
each act of thought is distinct, and one thing after another is thought of,
and there is hence an order of thought, with before and after, it is the
unity of the capacity (to think and be thought of) that holds the actual
thinking together.849

3.3.2 No memory of self

Plotinus dismisses the question of memory of the objects of thought to
pass onto the question of memory of the self in IV 4 2. The move is
an obvious one, for as we have seen the relation between memory and
thought is connected to the fact that the soul is always thinking. Part
of the enquiry concerns ideas which the soul always thinks.850 These

847 See above p. 125.
848 IV 4 1 34–38; line 36 is a crux, and I have tried to make sense of the passage

without depending on it.
849 Because of the unclarity of lines 34–36, we cannot expect to understand 36–38

with any great certainty. I translate, tentatively: “For since that (“the intelligible
object” AHA) is not one, it is able (what does the infinitive depend on?) to take
up the nature of the many in itself, which before (the act of thought) did not
exist.”

850 IV 3 25 25 see above p. 144.
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are the thoughts of the soul which it may have recollection of, but with-
out involving time. The relation between IV 4 1 and 2 is that between
thinking the various ideas, on the one hand, and, on the other, thinking
of the soul, which has all these ideas in itself. Thus the next step is to ask
if the soul, in thinking, has memory of itself. In other words, he asks if
the soul is among its own objects of thought. He comes to the conclusion
in IV 4 2 that there is no memory of the self, that is, of the soul, when the
soul contemplates; but that it does have self-awareness.851

The first problem that one meets is that there are various candidates
for the self.852 For the soul has been through a variety of phases, any of
which may count as a self which it remembers, to wit, its corporeal exis-
tence, as intellect, and as soul. Chapter IV 4 2 is basically divided in two.
After an introduction of the problem two possibilities are considered and
rejected, firstly that the contemplator remembers that he is intellect,853

and secondly that he is soul.
Before turning to the soul and the intellect, memory of what one

might call the person is excluded as the contemplator has no memory
that he is Socrates. At this stage, all that seems to be excluded is an active
memory that would intrude on, and hence disturb, contemplation, that
is, thought of ideas. Any thought that the thinker is Socrates has no
place in such an activity. Plotinus does not discuss it any further.854

Thus the wise – the example is Socrates for good reason – have no mem-
ory of themselves, unlike Heracles, who remembers his own virtue, and
therefore, presumably, who he is. Heracles cannot serve as the model
for the sage, because he is a practical man and does not contemplate.855

851 The question asked is how the contemplator remembers himself (:autoO d³
p_r ;) ; this might be thought it to imply that he does, after all remember himself,
whereas all that Plotinus concedes at the end of the chapter is self-awareness
(lines 30–32). Note the masculine of the reflexive pronoun; AHA and HBT
take this to be neuter, but it is more plausible that it is masculine, either of
the contemplator or of Heracles, or rather, Socrates.

852 Cf. Sorabji’s remark (2006: 118) that Plotinus holds there to be multiple selves,
two or three or an indefinite number.

853 IV 4 2 3–15.
854 The syntax of the sentence in lines 2–3 is convoluted: 6G oqd³ 2autoO 6nei tμm

lm¶lgm, oqd( fti aqt¹r b heyq_m, oXom Syjq²tgr, C fti moOr C xuw¶. I follow
MacK’s translation which takes the subject to be the contemplator, which is
then said not to be Socrates, intellect or soul.

855 Socrates: IV 4 2 3. For the role of Heracles as a practical man see IV 3 32 24–
28, I 1 12 35–39. Of course, it is not an accident that Heracles is a Stoic hero.
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Heracles does not attain that theoretical form of existence where actual
memory of self has been cast off.

Now to the first option: does the contemplator remember that he is
intellect? Plotinus starts by presenting two arguments for the structure of
thought of moOr based on the way we think here, that is, when in a body:
in contemplation one is not directed towards oneself. These possibilities
are then considered as to the role of the self in the actual contemplation
of the disembodied soul. Neither of them is apparently a form of mem-
ory, that is, explicitly connected to the past; both touch the question of
how thinking can be directed towards itself. Firstly, one possesses oneself,
but the activity of thought is directed at an object of thought;856 and the
self provides itself, as it were, as matter, and becomes informed in a way
that corresponds to what it sees, and is still, potentially, itself.857 That is to
say, the self becomes determinate as itself, when thinking of something,
since it has taken on the form of the thing thought of, in turning towards
that principle which it issues from.858

Plotinus passes to the second possibility without saying if he accepts
or rejects this first one. The second possibility859 is based on the idea that
the soul contains (“is”) all ideas.860 Thus, when thinking itself, it will
think all things and hence also the idea of itself. There are two conclu-
sions that Plotinus wishes to draw from this view of actual thinking.
The two are the converse of one another. On the one hand, someone ac-
tually and attentively seeing himself will possess all that is in himself, and
on the other, considering all things will include considering himself. Plo-
tinus then asks: Is the thinker something thought or is it something be-
yond things thought? The first option, that the thinker is one of the
things thought of, is then disposed of as requiring that there is a change
(letab\kkeim) between acts of thinking, which was declared impossible.861

856 IV 4 2 6 1je?mo as at IV 4 1 36.
857 IV 4 2 9; HBT refer to V 3 6 5.
858 Brisson (2005: 246, n. 24), referring to III 9 5, V 9 4 11, V 1 3 23, II 5 3 14,

remarks: “l’	me recoit de l’Intellect sa forme comme la r�alit� qui lui est propre,
et ainsi elle devient ce qu’elle est en se retournant vers ce dont elle proc�de. C’est
du reste ainsi, en se retournant vers le principe dont elle est issue, qu’une r�alit�
quelconque se d�termin�: avant ce retour, cette “conversion” la r�alit� est ind�-
termin�e, elle est une mati�re d�pourvue de forme.”

859 IV 4 2 10.
860 The exact relation between soul and moOr is not clear when soul is reduced to

thinking. See Blumenthal 1974.
861 IV 4 1 15–16.

3 Plotinus202



The problem lies in a change of attention, and this is excluded in the case
of moOr.862 The second option is not discussed explicitly, but obviously if
the self is not among the things thought (“is beyond thought”), then
there is no possibility of moOr relating to itself. Thus both options of
moOr remembering itself are excluded.

So if the contemplating soul cannot remember itself as moOr, then can
it remember itself as soul? The soul surely can change the objects of its
attention. After all, it can move from the sensible to the intelligible;
this is what distinguishes soul from moOr. The soul is still soul when it
thinks; at least, it still exists.863 The treatment goes into the soul’s transi-
tion from the contemplation of ideas to the thought of the contemplator.
In other words, the problem is how the soul is present to thought when it
itself thinks. There is a movement that the soul goes through, namely
from the consideration of ideas to the consideration of itself. The change
in question is thus between the soul’s thinking of ideas to the soul’s think-
ing of the soul thinking. This is parallel to the treatment of moOr in the
first part of the chapter, and the distinction lies in the soul’s capacity to
turn to intellect.

The problem of the relation to our life here has been abandoned in
favour of the problem of the contemplating soul’s self-awareness in dis-
embodied life. Presumably the contemplating soul’s freedom from mem-
ory is just what has been gained by the beneficial forgetfulness described
earlier.864 Contemplating ideas presupposes that one has forgotten one’s
embodied existence. The soul is able, being on the edge of moOr, to
enter it;865 in less flowery language, the soul can turn to thought. Then
the soul will possess a distinction (paqakkac^), that is, relative to the
thing that stays the same, namely moOr. The soul comes to think, and
when it does so, it comes to think itself. Where exactly are we meant
to see memory here? One possibility is between the phases where the

862 Of course, Plotinus does think that moOr has self-awareness (not memory of self ) ;
see esp. V 3 10. Another possibility of understanding the change here is the move
from potential to actual self. But that is mentioned several lines back (IV 4 2 8–
10).

863 IV 4 2 29.
864 IV 3 32 esp. 13–15, above p. 190; see above p. 153 for forms of self-awareness.
865 IV 4 2 16–18; cf. the passages where soul is the last of the intelligibles, IV 8 7

5–6, IV 6 3 5 (HBT). This presumably concerns what the soul is, and so what it
can, but need not do, viz. think. Further it is necessary that the soul here is in-
dividual; in other words, there are forms of individuals. On this question see the
literature listed above in fn. 458.
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soul actually contemplates, and before it does so. Thus there would be no
call for moOr to have memory since moOr does not undergo this movement,
only soul when it turns to contemplation. But this is not apparently the
movement that Plotinus considers as a candidate for the one that might
be necessary for the contemplating soul to remember itself, should it turn
out to be able to do this. Instead, he considers one which was excluded
from moOr in the first part of the discussion of memory of self, a move-
ment between moOr contemplating itself, and contemplating all the ideas
it encompasses.866 For he continues:

Or one should not say that a movement (letabok¶) takes place when [moOr
moves] to himself from the things belonging to himself nor when [he moves]
from himself to the others. For he is everything and both are one.867 But does
the soul, when it is in the intelligible, experience this one thing after another,
in relation to itself and to the things in itself ?868

Plotinus answers this question in the negative, and, in this way excluding
movement (letabok^) from the soul as well, excludes from it all memory.
Phenomenologically speaking, if it makes sense to judge these things by
our experience of thinking,869 this conclusion seems right. When we
move from thinking of the things we can think of to thinking of soul
(roughly: what I am), then this movement is not one marked by memory,
not, that is, marked by a change of time.

This passage is of interest because it seemingly marks the develop-
ment or progression of the soul to thought.870 The soul is unified with
moOr but without being destroyed. The question then naturally arises,
in which form the soul continues to exist when it is unified with moOr.
This question is of importance for, as we shall see, it is possible for the
soul to part company with moOr. So obviously, it continues to exist

866 IV 4 2 10–14.
867 Note the masculine reflexives, as at line 1. Obviously not moOr, in a straightfor-

ward sense, nor, for grammatical reasons soul (as AHA translate, as against HBT’s
neuter). The soul occurs as subject in line 22. So the “he” with which we began
the chapter, would be one alternative, or else it would be soul insofar as it thinks;
since one premise in the argument is that he is everything, and this would be true
of some him only in virtue of moOr.

868 K oqd³ letabokμm kejt´om c¸meshai, ftam !p¹ t_m 2autoO 1v( 2autºm, ja· ftam
!v( 2autoO 1p· t± %kka7 p²mta c±q aqtºr 1sti ja· %lvy 6m. ûAkk( B xuwμ 1m t`
mogt` owsa toOto p²swei t¹ %kko ja· %kko pq¹r aqtμm ja· t± 1m aqt0 ; IV 4 2
lines 20–24. In the last part of the sentence I follow AHA.

869 See above p. 194 for this method of Plotinus’ in investigating disembodied
thinking.

870 Cf., above all, IV 7 10.
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while thinking, and to have the capacity to exist while not contemplating
ideas.

For the moment, however, the point is clear that when the soul con-
templates the ideas, then the same holds of it as of moOr, namely, that it
admits of no movement (letabok^). The change of the soul to thinking,
the progression into moOr (pqoswyqe?m eUsy)871 is not the relevant point,
but rather the lack of any movement when it is thinking. Then, it is un-
able to register any movement at all, including the one it has undergone
in starting to think.872 So the soul and moOr are both one and two,873 the
soul continues to exist, although what it is doing is thinking, and as such
it is intellect. Rather surprisingly, Plotinus allows it self-awareness when
in this state:

When therefore in this state it could not move (letab²kkoi) but would be
unalterably (!tq´ptyr) disposed to thinking, while having awareness (suma¸-
shgsir) of itself, as (¢r) having become one and the same with the intelligi-
ble object, at the same time (ûla).874

Two important questions arise from this passage: what is the modality of
!tq´ptyr? And what function does the “as” (¢r) clause have? The way in
which the soul is “unalterably”875disposed to moOr is of course relevant to
what will happen next. The soul still has to possess the capacity to turn
away from moOr, so the phrase must mean something like “unalterably as
long as it is inclined to think”. So !tq´ptyr means little more than “fix-
edly”.

The problem with the yg r at the end is partly one of tense, and partly
one of function. Let us take the point about tense first : if cemol]mg means
“having become”, then the question arises as to why the soul’s grasp of its
previous state is not a matter of memory, rather than self-awareness. For
once the soul has become the same as the object of thought, it might con-
ceivably remember what it was before this change. Obviously, in Plotinus’
view, however, the self-awareness is not of the past becoming, but is mere-
ly of the awareness of the soul, i. e. as an intelligible object, which the soul

871 IV 4 2 18.
872 Cf. IV 4 1 7–11.
873 IV 4 2 29.
874 Ovtyr owm 5wousa oqj #m letab²kkoi !kk± 5woi #m !tq´ptyr pq¹r mºgsim bloO

5wousa tμm suma¸shgsim aqt/r, ¢r 4m ûla t` mogt` taqt¹m cemol´mg. IV 4 2 30–
32 trans. AHA altered. Bob Sharples’ comments on this passage have been in-
valuable.

875 AHA’s translation.
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becomes when it thinks; for moOr and intelligible object are the same, as
in thinking the soul is also identical with thought. The soul is aware of
itself when thinking because it is thinking inter alia of itself. Thus
there is no memory in the soul spanning its change from not-thinking
to thinking the ideas.

As to the function of the yg r clause, it may give the content the soul is
aware of (taking yg r as meaning “that”), or the reason why it has this
awareness (taking yg r as meaning “because”). A reason for adopting the
latter reading is that it seems to be Plotinus’ view that soul only has
knowledge of itself when it thinks, and so this clause provides the reason
for the possibility of self-awareness. The soul in thinking, thinks itself,
and is identical with the object of its thoughts. But then the question aris-
es as to how this awareness escapes the strictures on changing attention
from objects of thinking to the thinker.876 When the soul thinks of
ideas, that is one act, and when it thinks of itself as a soul, that is another.
How is it to move from the one to the other? Again, the idea may be in
the background that since thought and its object are the same no move-
ment is involved.877 When turned to intellect, the soul thinks all ideas so
no movement between ideas is necessary.

Thus when the soul contemplates, it does not remember. Plotinus
now turns to the genesis of actual memory for the soul: it acquires mem-
ory when it leaves878 thinking. It must, for this to be possible, have kept
the capacity to perceive, and presumably, the capacity to want perception.
Parting company with thinking entails perceiving. In fact in some way,
when the soul thinks, it must have a potential desire for perception
and individuality that goes with it to explain why it cannot stand the
unity with thought. For what else could disturb thought, that is the
unity of thinker and what he thinks, if not perception? Plotinus describes

876 See above p. 204.
877 IV 4 2 8–14 on moOr.
878 pqoj¼xasa cf. IV 3 15 1, (for the contrary movement into thought see IV 4 2

18) and Phaedrus 249C3. HBTrefer to IV 8 1 for the topos of the soul’s descent;
there at least, it seems to be something which Plotinus had done often. The pres-
ent passage is much closer to IV 3 15 5–6 where the soul is said to be weighed
down by its forgetfulness (k¶hg). The genesis of memory here should be com-
pared with the genesis of time, when soul leaves intellect (III 7 11 14–19);
see Beierwaltes 1967: 249–252. On the question of the explanation of the
soul’s descent, see O’Brien 1977, 1993; 5–18, in II 9 8. O’Brien comes to
the conclusion that it is caused by necessity which is not the expression of con-
straint, since it is natural (see esp. IV 3 13 17–20).
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the factor responsible for moving the soul away from thought as the de-
sire to be different. It is this desire that distinguishes soul from moOr, and
which the soul must have even when thinking, even if it cannot be real-
ised while the soul thinks.

When the soul acquires its individuality by turning away from
thought, it acquires actual memory, and it might seem obvious that
this memory is constitutive of the soul’s identity, particularly because
memory preserves at least one kind of continuity with earlier phases of
existence. But things are not so straightforward, for the following reason.
After contemplating the soul remembers embodied life as it was before
contemplating. But when it is actually contemplating it has no actual
memory, as we have seen. In the Introduction we mentioned the relation
between self and memory:879 identity of the subject is a necessary condi-
tion for memory. If this is so, then the soul’s identity has to be preserved,
when it contemplates. So identity cannot be constituted by actual mem-
ory.

What does the soul remember when it turns away from thought?880 It
has memory of both thought and of perceptibles.881 This is what we
would expect. The division into the two kinds of memory is main-
tained.882 But there are difficulties. Above all, we have to square the con-
cept of memory that is being used here with everything that went before.
The problems are evident in the following lines:

879 See Introduction p. 1–2.
880 The spatial language used to describe this event is Plotinus’ own. On the places of

the soul when it leaves the intellect, see IV 3 15 and 17, and cf. IV 3 9 21–26.
881 IV 4 3 3 Ms. w reads 2aut/r, which HBTread instead of 1ven/r (MaK and Br�h-

ier translate so too), citing IV 4 2 1: the idea is perhaps that the memory which
the soul does not have of itself in IV 4 2, it then acquires on leaving thought, as
part of its individuation (see above on individuals in thinking p. 204). It wants
itself, and presumably therefore also has a memory of who it is. The problem
with this reading is that the self is nowhere else a proper object of memory
for Plotinus; the argument in the present chapter has to do with kinds of mem-
ory, intellectual and sensible, which determine the place of the individual soul.
(One might object to this line of thought that in IV 4 2 Plotinus at least consid-
ers the possibility of a memory of oneself, and does not argue against it that the
self is not something one can remember.)

882 See above p. 144 on IV 3 25 25.
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in general [the soul] is and becomes what it remembers. For remembering is
either thinking (moe?m) or representing (vamt²feshai); and the representation
is in the soul not by possession (5weim) but just as it sees, so is it disposed.883

Hardly modest claims on behalf of memory! Evidently, when the soul is
actually contemplating, unalterably turned towards the ideas, then it is
not actually remembering anything. This fact makes it necessary for
there to be memory which is not conscious. The point is that memory
is not just something the soul has, rather it determines the fate of the
soul. Determining what the soul is does not mean determining the iden-
tity of the individual soul, not what soul is in general ; rather memory de-
termines what the individual soul is at each stage (intellectual, heavenly or
earthly), or what it will become.884 Perhaps the idea is that you can only
become what you have a memory of, since becoming something requires
inclination, and one must have in mind that to which one is inclined, and
that is not present, but must form part of one’s past.885 Of course, this
memory is not actual, but potential, in that while contemplating there
is no actual memory. Three cases may be distinguished among these
memories, depending on where they lead the soul. You have a memory
of having thought, it pleases you, and you rise, elevated by the memo-

883 IV 4 3 6–8. On this passage see esp. Warren 1965. He treats IV 4 4 as offering
the fundamental tenets of Plotinus’ theory. In sum he thinks of habitual behav-
iour and behaviour according to dispositions as types of unconscious memory.
Conscious lm¶lg ‘properly so called (re-cognition of the past)’: divided into
memory of sensibles and intelligibles. On possession versus disposition, cf. hav-
ing versus not having cognition in III 6 2 39–41, above p. 124.

884 Following Blumenthal (1971: 94): memory makes the soul what it is and con-
trols its descent IV 4 3 7. Blumenthal quotes Trouillard 1955: 38: ‘Dis-moi
ce dont tu te souviens, et je te dirai qui tu es’; and refers to the unconscious mem-
ories mentioned at IV 4 4 7–13. This, of course, does not mean that memory
constitutes the individual (pace Inge 1968: 227, Gerson 1994: 180–3, with
n. 48, Wilberding 2006: 45–48, with n. 326), merely the inclinations of the
soul at any given stage in its peregrinations. Clearly, in general, i. e. in all the
stages of its existence, memory does not constitute the self : the soul does that,
memory gives direction to the soul’s striving. The dependence of memory on
the soul, is part of memory’s modesty for Plotinus (above p. 114). Brisson
(2005: 246 n. 31) suggests that there is a system of rewards and punishments
in the background here, past existence determining future ones, and this implies
memory. Just how he takes this implication, he does not say.

885 Cf. the Philebus 35A-D. The point about desire is that it requires that we have a
memory of the state which we desire, because this state cannot be the actual pres-
ent state of the body.
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ry.886 Memory of earthy pleasures appeal to you and you sink correspond-
ingly. And the third possibility is that the soul stays in the heavens, held
by its memories.887

Now, however, to the detail. Here Plotinus says that “remembering
was thinking or representing”, but where have we already met this
claim? We might think to begin with of the ascription of memory to
the representative faculty.888 And that is surely part of the answer.
What about thinking? Memory of thoughts was also ascribed to the rep-
resentative faculty, albeit in a rather hesitant fashion.889 There is no way
that memory was, strictly speaking, thinking; neither when thinking, nor
when perceiving but also having memory of thinking, was remembering
thinking.

Plotinus is obviously talking loosely here. Let us try to work out what
he means by this claim. It is meant to buttress his view that the soul is or
becomes that which it has in its memory. Consider the following scenario.
At some stage the soul thinks the ideas, and if it is later to turn back to-
wards thought then it must have a memory of thought. This was the sec-
ond kind of memory from the start of the enquiry: the soul has memory
of its own innate thoughts only in a different sense of memory from that
directed at its experience.890 But there this kind of memory was said to be
without time. If the soul always thinks of ideas, and thoughts are not
temporal, then there is no reason why my memory of ideas should be
fixed to a particular time. Perhaps the following is a way of understanding
the claim that memory was thinking. The role of the representative fac-

886 McCumber 1978: 164 on IV 4 3 refers to IV 6 3 10–17 for soul as being on the
boundary of the intelligible, or between the sensible and the intelligible.
McCumber understands becoming the intelligible in IV 4 3 10 as the progression
inwards of IV 4 2, on the grounds that a “movement into memory” must be the
type of memory referred to at IV 3 25 27–34 as the actualisation of the soul’s
“symphyta”.’ It would be happier to speak of recollection being a movement
to the forms, and not speak of memory because that gives the impression that
one did remember – “retain” – the forms. McCumber offers a picture of the
soul moving from a position on the boundaries of the intellect to one purely
within it, only then is “it” (presumably: the soul) identical with its objects, for-
getting itself, and without any memory at all (IV 4 1 6–11). But we should note
that the soul still of course has memory potentially insofar as it may not stand the
unity with moOr ; this is the point of IV 4 3.

887 IV 4 3 4–5, 8–10, Alt 1993: 232.
888 HBT refer us to IV 3 29 31, as does Brisson 2005: 246, n. 32.
889 IV 3 30.
890 IV 3 25 25 above p. 144.
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ulty in recollecting thoughts was to present thoughts in a definition. And
perhaps this product of recollection is what is here being called thinking.
So we may understand the claim that “memory was thinking” to mean
that memory was also directed at thinking, thus an act of memory
might be recollecting thought.

A striking side to the description of remembering here is that it is not
merely the possession of an image or representation. Remembering is
in891 the soul not by the possession of a representation, but through
the way the soul sees: its state or disposition corresponds to the things
it cognises.892 The orientation of the soul lies in its memory. This
seems to go against the separation between desire and memory in IV 3
28; but we suggested in our discussion of that chapter893 that this sepa-
ration is a question of the formation of character within a phase of the
soul’s journey, embodiment, whereas what is at stake here and in the
next chapter894 is the movement between phases. But actually this view
of memory is compatible with the way Plotinus has determined memory
before. For the quasi definition895 had it that memory is a strengthening
of the soul towards something that appeared to it, such that the soul is
disposed towards it as if to something present. And one can understand
the conception of memory here in the same way. Remembering thinking
means that the soul is strengthened towards thinking, and is disposed to-
wards thinking as though it were present, and so too with perception.

The soul has this freedom of movement between perception and
thought just because it does not possess thought, that is the actual think-
ing of forms “perfectly”, as does moOr896 but only in a secondary way. The
new function that memory acquires is of guiding the soul through its dif-
ferent phases. To do this, memory is not merely a representation, but
rather a developed way of looking at things. Memory is not just guided

891 AHA translates “comes to the soul”, presumably to avoid saying that something is
in the soul without the soul possessing it (which is just how HBT translate). It
might be possible to read possession here as dispositional: having the representa-
tion as a disposition is contrasted with the actual view; and it is the latter which
gives the soul its marching orders. On possession cf. IV 6 3 12–16.

892 With HS following Beutler in the deletion of the second oXa in IV 4 4 8.
893 Above p. 169.
894 IV 4 4 9–10.
895 Above p. 120.
896 Cf. IV 4 2 11. HBT follow the Theologia in connecting oqw ovty teke¸yr p²mta

c¸metai, and Kirchhoff in deleting ja· beforehand: soul is – in general – both per-
ceptibles and intelligibles and so not perfectly either. For the soul as both intelli-
gibles and perceptibles, cf. De an. III 8 431b22–3.
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by what we want; it also directs our desires in the longer term. Plotinus is
here stretching his conception of memory to its limits. The next two
chapters, the final ones discussing human memory, continue this treat-
ment of the relation between memory and what we want, and the course
we take in the world.

3.3.3 Memory and the good

What can memory do in relation to the good? The crucial point is that
the good is something we have cognition of,897 but do not primarily re-
member. Even here, when embodied, we do not need memory in order to
think of the good, in that we then have just the same cognitive capacities
as when we are not embodied. Although that sounds optimistic, we must
remember the conditions of embodiment play a central role in Plotinus’
view of the constitution of our desires. For he says that when the soul has
turned towards perception, then it has what it wants “according to its
memory and representation”.898 This is a hard saying which needs inter-
pretation. A first approach to its meaning lies in the fact that, put nega-
tively, in a way we do have memory of the good, but not of the good it-
self. We remember good things, in which the good is not isolated as such.
Put positively, the soul can remember previous phases of its existence in
such a way that it strives back to them, in other words they serve, in
memory, as things the soul represents to itself as good.

Why do representation and memory need to be both mentioned in
connection with the good? One might think that representation and
memory are mentioned here together because representation is being
identified with memory. Plotinus would then be saying that one has
what one wants corresponding to one’s memory i. e. representation of
the thing. This is a problem we have met in another guise already, namely
whether memory is simply the remaining of a representation for Plotinus.
We came to the conclusion that it was not, that in fact representation is
just one condition for memory.899 Here too, Plotinus does not force us to
conclude that memory and representation are the same. For representa-
tion has other functions than serving memories, above all guiding de-

897 For the cognition of the good see VI 9 4, Hadot 1994: 148–156.
898 IV 4 4 5–6. Warren 1965: 253 has this saying as epigraph. He translates, ‘If the

soul should devote itself to the things below, then it has proportionately to mem-
ory and imagination, what it longed for.’

899 See above p. 175.
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sires.900 One’s desires might be motivated by the concrete memory of
something occurring in the past, or by a representation which is not at-
tached to a concrete situation. Either one is a conceivable way in which
desires can depend on memory or representation. They are distinct ways
in which something can be seen as good when we are not thinking of the
good itself.

Up to now in the discussion of memory, we have apparently been
concerned with soul and intellect, among the three hypostases. The
good has not directly been the subject of discussion. However, we now
have an allusion to what may be the three hypostases: soul (here: “the
third things”), intellect, and the good (here: “the first things”).901 The
point of introducing them here is that body is not a decisive impediment
to getting from the third to the first. It is Plotinus’ view that both when
thinking ideas and when actually perceiving, i. e. when in the body, the
soul is capable of thinking of the good. Thus memory and indeed repre-
sentation do not provide access to the good itself, they provide only a
memory or a representation of it. Neither of these is identical with the
good, so while they provide orientation for the soul, the kind of orienta-
tion they provide depends on the way the soul remembers or represents
the good. This is obviously a continuation of the view of memory from
the last chapter. There,902 memory determined the position in the cycle
the soul then inhabits: “in general it becomes and is that which it remem-
bers”. Now Plotinus describes the way in which the soul is guided by
memory.903

Here, Plotinus actually retracts much of the importance which the
last chapter appears to bestow on memory, when he says that memory
even of the best things is not itself the best. But this view seems reason-
able enough in itself. Memory of the good is not the same as thinking of
the good. For the identity of thinking with what is thought,904 makes
contemplation of the good identical with the good. The reason for the
role memory plays in relation to the good is that when one is inclined
to sensation, committed to the sensible world, then one has what one

900 See IV 4 17.
901 IV 4 4 3–5: eQr t± tq¸ta !p¹ t_m pq¾tym B %vinir, reading tq¸ta with Creuzer.

HBT compare I 8 2.25, VI 8.7.1. Why the first things are in the plural is a mys-
tery. There seems also to be a problem with Plotinus’ expression here, since he
says that the soul, “the third things”, can get at (“arrive at”) the first ones.

902 See above p. 208.
903 IV 4 4–5.
904 See Menn 2001.
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wants, that is one has desires directed to what appears good, in a way that
corresponds to one’s representative faculty and memory. This is then the
way the hard saying we started this section from is to be understood.905

What one wants, in other words, is not the good, it just corresponds
to what appears good, or what one has in one’s memory as good.
Both, however, are different from the good. The development of the
idea from the last chapter is clear. There we were told that memory is
not merely the possession of a representation, rather it is a question of
a disposition depending on what the soul sees.

Now, the question of awareness is discussed:906

But one must understand memory not only in the sense of a kind of percep-
tion that one is remembering, but as existing when the soul is disposed ac-
cording to what it has previously experienced or contemplated. For it could
happen that, even when one is not conscious that one has something, one
holds it to oneself more strongly than if one knew.907

As we shall see, the point of awareness here is that Plotinus wishes to ex-
plain the relation between memory and thinking ideas. Thus he is discus-
sing the memory universal-problem.908 Plotinus actually thinks that
awareness makes any activity of which one is aware more feeble.909

Being aware that one is reading makes the reading less intense or concen-
trated, for example. So too here with memory as a power of the soul,
which is weakened by reflexion on what one is doing. This fits with
the way Plotinus understands the concept of memory as the strengthen-
ing of the soul with respect to something which appears to it.910 Now this
strengthening of the soul has a decisive effect on the way our striving is

905 IV 4 4 5–7.
906 IV 4 4 8–12 1m t` oXom aQsh²meshai fti lmglome¼ei, !kk± ja· ftam diaj´gtai

jat± t± pqºshem pah¶lata C he²lata. C´moito c±q %m, ja· lμ paqajokouhoOmta
fti 5wei. This passage is a reminiscence of Heraclitus DK 22B56.

907 IV 4 4 7–11. Trans. AHA: De? d³ tμm lm¶lgm kalb²meim oq lºmom 1m t` oXom
aQsh²meshai fti lmglome¼ei, !kk± ja· ftam diaj´gtai jat± t± pqºshem pah¶lata
C he²lata. C´moito c±q %m, ja· lμ paqajokouhoOmta fti 5wei, 5weim paq’ aqt`
Qswuqot´qyr C eQ eQde¸g. Cf. the treatment of virtue in I 2 4 19–25: Virtue is
‘a sight and impression of what is seen, implanted and active, like sight with re-
gard to what is seen. Did it not have and recollect them? It has them, but inac-
tive, laid aside without light. So that they be illuminated and it is to know that
they are in it, it must push [them?] to that which gives light. He had, not them,
but impressions.’

908 Above, p. 3.
909 See above p. 153.
910 See above p. 120.
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orientated. But there is something new here in that memory does not nec-
essarily involve a conscious act of remembering (“perception that one is
remembering”). Recall our example:

Example (E) Socrates remembers (at t2) that he saw Theaetetus two days
ago (at t1).

The present model of memory involves Socrates in doing nothing at t2;
whereas up to now,911 Plotinus seemed to be saying that Socrates has to
say (either aloud or to himself ) or perceive that something is the case at
t2. The difference is not merely that between actual and potential mem-
ory. Nothing in the present passage suggests that at t2 Socrates could say
or perceive in the way the previous concept of memory requires. The de-
cisive thing here seems to be representation on account of the way it af-
fects desire, that is the general direction of our striving. We have seen in
our discussion of the question of which part of the soul is responsible for
memory that there is a degree of communication between the various fac-
ulties,912 hence representations, better: representations serving memory,
may in Plotinus’ model of the soul communicate themselves to desire,
thus modifying it.

Thus experiences (perceptions, perhaps also passions) and things
thought of scientifically, even if they cannot actually be ascribed by the
soul to itself, and so are unconscious, can be said to be remembered.913

The point is that such experiences can have a greater effect on the
soul’s motivation than others which it is able to attribute to itself. This
conception allows Plotinus to explain the fact that the soul, while actually
thinking of ideas cannot perform a conscious act of memory; but none-
theless memory causes thinking ideas to come to a halt.

Now let us turn to the implications of remembering being an activity.
If the soul has memory of what it has contemplated when it leaves the
(immediate) presence of the ideas, then, Plotinus concludes,914 it must
have (the capacity of) memory while it is thinking too. We have here

911 See above p. 163 for a discussion of Plotinus saying that remembering is saying
that.

912 See above p. 167 on IV 3 28.
913 On consciousness see above p. 153. One might take the present passage either to

be saying one does not as a matter of fact ascribe the experiences to oneself or one
cannot. The latter would be very strong, but gives the passage more point.

914 IV 4 4 14–20.
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also a variant of the argument from activity:915 remembering and think-
ing are not the same activity, and thinking is not the actualisation of the
capacity to remember. Thinking ideas makes memory disappear, but in
such a way that we have it again when thinking ceases. Active thinking
is not active remembering but does not preclude implicit remembering.

Whereas Aristotle used a mundane conception of thought (doing
maths is not the same as remembering doing maths), for Plotinus it
has an altogether grander significance. For it describes a whole phase of
existence of the soul. But I think that the core of the argument, i. e.
that memory and thinking are different activities, remains the same. Plo-
tinus uses it to offer a last argument against impressions: the impressions
would still be there, if memory were impressions. Instead, it is a capacity
that can be rested and reactivated.916

The final discussion of memory and the disembodied human soul, in
IV 4 5, makes it clear that memory in heaven is the same as it is here, and
also requires a body, at least in its objects. Plotinus discusses above all our
present capacities and those we have when either thinking ideas or de-
scending from the ideas.917 When souls move from contemplation to
heaven, they are in bodies, as it were, heavenly bodies,918 and are able
to remember the souls they knew before, either because the latter have
a similar shape, or because their character is the same. Plotinus is further
concerned to show that memory is not the means by which we know
ideas, rather we know them by the very same capacity that we used to
contemplate them when we turned towards thinking.

We are dealing here again with the relation between the capacity for
memory and the capacity to think. Thus it is concerned with the univer-
sal-memory problem. So what is its relation to other cognitive capacities,
above all the intellect? We have memory on the one hand of the intelli-
gibles, that is, ideas , and the question arises whether thinking of the in-
telligibles arose through this same capacity. This is a conclusion that Plo-
tinus resists strenuously. It is only when the intelligibles are not known
(“seen”)919 that we have memory of them. That is to say, present knowl-

915 See above pp. 30, 195.
916 IV 4 5 16–17.
917 HBT II b 509 cite IV 3 15 1 on the three places for the soul.
918 On astral bodies in Plotinus, see above fn. 663.
919 IV 4 5 2–3 7G eQ l³m lμ aqt± 2yq_lem, lm¶l,, eQ d( aqt², è j!je? 2yq_lem.

2yq_lem : the tense is odd in the protasis. Harder, Br�hier, MacK translate as
though it were present; AHA translates, ‘If we did not see them themselves…’,
whereas for memory we must have seen them, but not be seeing them now. Per-
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edge of ideas is actualised by the ideas themselves and not by some past
experience of them. Thinking is not mediated, for example by represen-
tation. There is here perhaps an implicit criticism of speaking of the pres-
ent thought of ideas as an act of memory. For doing so might be consid-
ered a simile, and Plotinus thinks that similes and syllogisms are not to be
used in talking about the way we know ideas since we know them here,
when embodied, just by the same power that we do there, when disem-
bodied.920

Thus the power of memory is not concerned (directly) with ideas.
This confirms the view of memory from which Plotinus started, namely
that in the strict sense there is no memory of one’s own, innate thoughts,
since these are always occurring.921 Plotinus allows this way of talking be-
cause of the way the “ancients” spoke; here he is critical of it, insofar as it
presents a metaphor for the actual thinking of ideas. Memory of thinking
is divided into memory of discursive thoughts on the one hand –
thoughts I have had consciously in embodied existence; and recollection
of the ideas the soul is always thinking. Recollection (!m\lmgsir) is, how-
ever, only the means of getting to the ideas, and not the way that they are
then present.922 The present chapter confirms that Plotinus is very clear
that the actual thinking of ideas is not simply a question of memory.
For he says here that our memory is not of the ideas themselves. This
can be understood to mean that we remember having thought them.
Our grasp of the ideas themselves is through thinking, and we do that
either here, or there. Thinking is the same, whether here in corporeal ex-
istence, i. e. competing with actual perception or there, when we only
think.923

So memory begins, as we have already seen, only when we leave the
uninterrupted presence of ideas, and are in heaven, perhaps on the way to
earthly existence.924 Plotinus’ very tentative treatment of what we will re-
member in heaven, either coming from here, or from thinking, is very
important because it makes clear what one important class of objects

haps the present in the protasis has been replaced by the scribe’s eye rushing for-
wards to the apodosis.

920 IV 4 5 5–8 Oq c±q eQjas¸ô de? wq¾lemom !pova¸meshai oqd³ sukkocisl` t±r
!qw±r %kkohem eQkgvºti, !kk’ 5sti peq· t_m mogt_m, ¢r k´cetai, ja· 1mh²de
owsi t` aqt` k´ceim, d d¼malim 5wei t!je? heyqe?m.

921 IV 4 25, above p. 144.
922 See above p. 183.
923 Cf. IV 8 1 for the repeated acts of contemplation.
924 IV 4 3, above p. 206.
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of memory are, namely souls.925 He refers to the souls whom we will rec-
ognise, and interestingly discusses how we will recognise (1picim¾sjeim)
them. Recognition requires recognisable characteristics, even if the
souls in question have changed their shapes; they will still be recognisable
from their conversation or character.926 Thus even in these elevated
spheres memory remains modest, dependent not only on subjects, that
is on souls, who may also be the objects of memory, but also on a
grasp of their characteristics, previously perceived and enabling the soul
to recognise earlier friends.

3.4 Conclusion: Plotinus on the six problems about memory

Let us conclude this chapter by summarising Plotinus’ approach to the six
problems about memory in the Introduction.

(P1) The derivation problem. For Plotinus memory is grounded on the
more fundamental capacities of the soul to perceive and to think, and
is divided according to which of these it has as its objects. The derivation
is mediated by representation, as that which remains from a perception
and as that which articulates a thought, when thought consciously by
the embodied soul. Here, as with Aristotle, memory is modest, that is,
dependent on existing subjects, and also on their capacity for perception.
For memory is of things acquired, perceiving and learning. This acquis-
ition is dated in the past of the remembering subject. The soul is purely
active and cannot undergo anything such as taking on impressions in per-
ception, so Plotinus has to find another way of explaining what the soul
does in perception. Rather in perception it reads the affected body, and

925 IV 4 5 13–31. In line 15, he refers back to an earlier text, where he has said that
soul there will remember many souls from here. HBT and HS refer to IV 3 27
15–18; where the question is asked what the soul, when alone will say. (See also
IV 3 32 20–23.) There, however, it is the soul which has parted company from
the soul from the world (IV 3 27 1–3), and which is therefore alone. Here, we
are concerned with another part of the cycle, namely when the soul has come
away from the ideas, and is in heaven; that is to say the point in the cycle is
that described at IV 4 3 1–3. It is between the ideas and down here.

926 This latter point raises an interesting question of Plotinian psychology, since the
souls are said to have lost their p²hg (IV 4 5 20, cf. IV 3 32 4), presumably their
passions, and it seems that one needs passions to have character (IV 4 5 19 Ehor,
tqºpor). Cf. above fn. 663.
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says: such and such is the case. Thus representations are not images, but
provide part of the capacity to make propositional claims. When we ac-
tively remember, we do something, most characteristically, we say or per-
ceive that something was the case. Representation is connected to all phe-
nomena, in that the soul represents things to itself, and in so doing they
appear to it.

(P2) The present-past problem. Plotinus’ quasi definition of memory can
be rendered as follows. The soul has the capacity to be disposed to some-
thing that appears to it, as though that thing were present when it no lon-
ger is. In the case of perception the capacity of the soul is strengthened,
i. e. developed with respect to the object, so as to be able to represent it to
the soul. This representation provides a crucial element of the capacity to
make a memory claim. Representation forms a bridge between now (t2)
and what is remembered (that which was perceived at t1). It is not the
representation itself that is remembered, but that which is represented,
what appears, the phenomenon, as it were: that which appeared in the
perception at t1. The remaining of representation is one condition for
memory, another is connected with the way the representation is present
in the memory act. That is to say, the representation is present in such a
way that the absent thing appears to the soul, as is required by Plotinus’
quasi definition. Plotinus recognises a second form of memory, namely
recollection of ideas. This second sense is not strictly a memory act,
since the soul is always thinking, thus the act of recollection is not related
to the past.

(P3) The memory-representation problem. One reading of vamtas¸a is
that representations are in fact images, corresponding to a translation
of vamtas¸a by “imagination”. Plotinus’ concept of vamtas¸a, however,
is conceptual and propositional for two reasons. Firstly, because percep-
tion ends in vamtas¸a, a perception can be remembered by being pre-
served as a representation. This implies that representation is just as prop-
ositional and conceptual as perception is. The second reason points in the
same direction, namely its function in thinking. Representations unfold,
i. e. articulate, ideas as a kind of expression of them. Representation serves
other purposes than memory for Plotinus, especially desire, and memory
is picked out by its relation to the past. Thus it is restricted to those souls
which experience alteration. But how time is grasped, and so how mem-
ory representations and claims are distinguished from others, is not some-
thing he discusses. He does have at least rudimentary answers to this
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question, in that actual remembering is doing something specific with
representations. Even when such an act of memory does not occur (at
t2), memories can have an effect on what we do and what we want.
They, and representations, do this because they can modify what we
want, what we strive for. This is above all relevant at that point in Ploti-
nus’ theory when the soul is thinking ideas and so is not able to remember
actually, but nonetheless the soul may turn away from thought, and for
this to be possible memory must be able to be effective, without any
act of memory taking place.

(P4) The memory-recollection problem. Plotinus tends to think of recol-
lection in terms of recollecting ideas. Recollection is thus connected with
the ability to learn things, namely theoretical truths about the ideas, in a
good Platonic style. Since this recollection relates not to what is acquired
but to what souls always think, innate ideas, there is no time involved.
But he also uses the phenomenon of recollecting to argue against memory
impressions. Imperfect recall and the interrupted capacity to recall things
are both used to show that the straightforward presence of material im-
pressions does not explain memory.

(P5) The self-memory problem. The task pursued at greatest length by
Plotinus is the investigation of what the subject of memory is; a question
he answers firstly with regard to the faculty responsible for memory,
namely an independent faculty of representation. He then also makes
clear that the soul alone is the subject of memory. These are not moves
that one need make: the subject might be, as for Aristotle, the concrete
animal, and the faculty, perception. He then turns to the different, but
related question of when, in its peregrinations, the soul remembers,
and what it remembers. This assumes, of course, that souls migrate
and change their state. His theory of the human soul posits a split be-
tween the practically orientated part, which includes vegetative faculties
of the soul, and the contemplative part. After death the soul splits de-
pending on whether it is orientated towards theory or practical life. Plo-
tinus thinks that both soul and the shade in the underworld, which is the
image of the soul, have memory. And their memories are not simply div-
ided such that perceptions belong to the one, and thought to the other.
For if that were the case, there would then be nothing joining them, they
would be two living things, and not a single self, which is a general pre-
condition for the existence of memory. Rather the practical shade must
also have some innate learning, e. g. what justice is. And the soul itself,
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on the way to contemplating ideas, will remember as much of its life as is
fitting for a civilised person. The point of the division between shade and
soul is that it reflects different interests, and not in a metaphysical sense
different entities : Heracles in Hades is the same soul as Heracles in heav-
en; merely the one is the shade of the other. It is an ethical distinction
and not a metaphysical one. Thus there is no rupture in the self, such
as would make it possible for someone to remember something someone
else had experienced. Nonetheless, there do seem to be problems with the
transitivity of memory, if we hold onto the identity of Heracles. One
would usually think that if Tully and Cicero are the same person, then
if Tully can remember Quintus, then so can Cicero. But this does not ap-
parently hold with the relation between soul and shade. Heracles in heav-
en has different memories from Heracles in Hades. One way out of the
problem is to say that they both could remember the same things if they
had the motive to do so, if it were good for them and they were able to
see that it were good for themselves. And if there is a moral distinction,
then the two do not remember the same things because, although they are
the same person, the two aspects are distinguished by the kind of moti-
vation they have. The fact that these two remember different things after
death, although the intellectual soul possesses the capacity to remember
everything that the embodied soul has experienced, is to be explained
by their different interests. Thus the split in the soul does not mean
that there are two subjects of the same memory, rather there are two
memories which belong to different aspects of the same soul.

(P6) The universal-memory problem. The soul is able to think without
this activity being the realisation of memory. It is the realisation of the
capacity to think. Thus memory is not the primary means of access to
ideas, in a theory which holds that it is possible to think without repre-
sentations. This is a major point of difference between Plotinus and Ar-
istotle. But he does think that for discursive thoughts to be represented to
an embodied soul, that is consciously, then there must be a representa-
tion. Conversely, for an embodied soul to reach the ideas, it must pass
along a series of representations, when recollecting. This is a form of
memory, at least Plotinus is prepared to allow it to be called that on
the authority of the ancients, although no time is involved. The disem-
bodied soul, even when thinking ideas, must preserve a capacity and is
not purely actuality. For when thinking, it still has or may have the ca-
pacity for perceiving again, and so ceasing to think. When actually think-
ing, the soul has no memory either of its embodied existence, as Socrates
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e. g. nor indeed of itself as having been a soul. Instead it is said to have
consciousness of itself as a soul. The sovereignty of the good, which is
also among the things contemplated, lies in the fact that it is always ac-
cessible to us not through memory but through intellect, even when we
are embodied. But memory, although never of the good itself, in fact de-
termines our interests since what we remember determines our represen-
tations, presumably because memory requires representations, and so de-
termines faute de mieux what we want. In this way, the souls’ peregrina-
tions are determined by memory. It is crucial that memory here only
plays the role of the second best way of guiding us, since we remember
strictly neither ideas, nor the good. Memory guides us in the absence
of the good or ideas.
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4 General conclusion: Aristotle and Plotinus
on memory927

En d�finitive, ce trait� [IV 6] est
donc une conf�rence sur un
commentaire d’Aristote.928

Thus Emile Br�hier’s conclusion on Plotinus’ treatment of memory in IV
6. If this were true, it would be a resounding testament to the serious use
of De memoria in later antiquity. For he thinks that Aristotle’s theory of
memory, both in IV 6 and in IV 3 chapters 25 ff, esp. 29–32 was behind
much of what Plotinus had to say on the topic, either by being the subject
of Plotinus’ criticism, or by being adapted by him to his own theory. Of
course, Br�hier’s work has been superseded on many fronts – but the ed-
itors of Plotinus, Paul Henry and Hans-Rudolf Schwyzer929, and his
translators930 still persist in the notion that there is a connection between

927 This chapter also appears as King 2009a.
928 Br�hier 1927: Vol. IV p. 171.
929 Henry/Schwyzer (cf. Index Fontium 1983: vol. III p. 332) refer the following pas-

sages to De mem.: 1.) IV 3 30 2–3: representation accompanies all acts of
thought De mem. 1 449b30. Despite the closeness of the phrasing in both pas-
sages, this is hardly conclusive; see De an. III 7 431a14, 8 432a13–14. 2.) IV
6 3 64 to De mem. 1 449b7 (also Armstrong 1984 ad loc.): the same people
do not generally have good memories and quick minds. See below on Br�hier. 3.)
VI 6 3 4–5 to De mem. 1 450a25–7: the problem of the present-past, which I
discuss below. 4.) IV 6 1 1 (also Armstrong 1984 ad loc.), where Plotinus denies
that perception is an impression, and argues that memory cannot therefore be the
remaining of these impressions in the soul, is to be compared with De mem. 1
450 a 30–32: the change in perception produces something like an imprint
of the percept, like those using seals to make an impression. See below on Br�h-
ier. 5.) The same passage is compared to IV 7 6 39–40.

930 The commentary on IV 6 in Harder, Beutler, Theiler (1962: IV b p. 410) is as
follows: “Von Aristoteles ist die Schrift �ber das Ged�chtnis erhalten 449b5 f; ihr
folgt auch Alexander von Aphrodisias z.B. De an. 68, 4, 69 12, beide ber�cksich-
tigt Plotin.” (It is possible he is referring to De mem. at 69.19–20, but also that
he himself wrote a work with this title which we do not have.) In IV 3 25-IV 4 5
(1962: vol. IIb p. 500–510) they refer several passages to De mem.: 1.) IV 3 25
42, if the soul remembers, what is the capacity of the soul responsible, to De
mem. 1 449b5, which part of the soul does the affection of memory and recol-



Aristotle’s De memoria and Plotinus’ work on memory. Perhaps it is not a
communis opinio, but it is certainly a common opinion.931 Br�hier alone
of the commentators and translators of Plotinus has taken the trouble to
give a detailed account of the way he regards this connection. Henry Blu-
menthal, writing on “Plotinus’ Adaptation of Aristotle’s psychology” ac-
cepts Br�hier’s conclusion:

Basically, in both Plotinus and Aristotle, the faculty [of memory] retains im-
ages presented to it either from sensations below or reasonings above. But

lection occur in? On the explanation of memory using vamtas¸a, see below. 2.)
IV 3 26 52, body is an impediment to memory, to De mem. 2 453b3 dwarf-like
people, i. e. those with disproportionately large upper parts, do not keep the mo-
tions (i. e. of the original perception), and thus cannot recollect successfully be-
cause of the weight bearing down on the central perceptive part (they also com-
pare De an. 408b18). The conclusions Aristotle and Plotinus draw here diverge
widely. See below. 3.) IV 3 29 23, the phantasma can be a percept to the person
remembering, thus making the sight present to the representative faculty when
the perception has ceased, since representative capacity and perception are dis-
tinct, is to be compared with De mem. 1 450b13: the present-past problem;
see below. The following texts in IV 6 3 are referred to De mem.: 1.) IV 6 3
38: 451a12 practice preserves memory by repeatedly reminding one of the
thing in question remembering can happen suddenly on account of hearing
something or of practice. So too Br�hier (1927: IV 171), see below. 2.) IV 6 3
52, the old are similarly weak in perception and memory, to De mem. 1
450b6, the old are too hard to take on impressions, and so have bad memories
(so too Blumenthal 1976: 54). 3.) IV 6 3 l, 74 to 450b16, 30 for the function of
impressions in memory, see below. Armstrong (1984: ad loc.) refers the use of
!m²kgxir at IV 6 3 44 (see also line 29), practised messengers are good at per-
forming so-called !m²kgxir to 451a20: there Aristotle denies that recollection
can be an !m²kgxir of memory. As Plotinus draws the conclusion that memory
is s strengthened capacity, and Aristotle that recollection and memory have the
same objects, the connection is no more than verbal. Morel (2007: 378–380)
sees 5 main similarities with Aristotle: memory derives from sensation, it con-
cerns the past as such, thanks to vamtas¸a, memory is not passive, and finally
that memory is distinct from thought and sensation. I agree entirely.

931 See also Blumenthal 1971: 81, Inge 19683: I 226–8; Gerson 1994: 180–3 does
not refer to De mem. Fleet (1996: at III 6 2 42) refers to De mem. 1 450a25.
Armstrong (1967 ad loc.) refers to the Stoic controversy whether memory is
like an impression – whether it is like a stamp made on wax by a seal, as
Cleanthes had thought, or whether this would make memory impossible, as
Chrysippus held: later impressions would obliterate earlier ones (SVF II 55–
56, esp. 56 17–24 (Sextus adv. math. VII 372); cf., perhaps, Plotinus IV 6 3
25–27, IV 7 6 42–46). Instead, he thinks that the vamtas¸a which is involved
in memory is an alteration of the soul. Either theory would be repugnant to Plo-
tinus.
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Plotinus whose discussion in the treatise On Sensation and Memory (IV 6) is
clearly based on Aristotle’s account in the de Memoria, as Br�hier showed,
does not simply accept it as it stands. He makes several alterations of detail,
mainly with a view to removing materialistic or at least apparently material-
istic features of Aristotle’s account. (Blumenthal 1976: 54)

The purpose of the present chapter is to examine the evidence. A princi-
ple behind my interpretation is that one can only compare such theories
when one considers them in some depth; having considered both theories
separately, we are in a good position to do this. If we restrict ourselves to
verbal similarities, the pickings are very meagre; looking at the structure
of both theories is both philosophically, and, I think, historically, much
more rewarding.932

When considering his use of De memoria, there is a question of Plo-
tinus’ method: his project is not to say what some previous thinker has
said, but in this case to say what the subject of memory is, and it need
not surprise us if he runs together different positions. Plotinus is doing
philosophy, not history of philosophy. Let us look at the end of IV 6.
There, he says the following about his opponents:

For they think about perception and memory as they do about letters written
on tablets or pages, and neither do those who assume that the soul is a body
see all the impossibilities which their hypothesis involves, nor do those who
assume it to be bodiless. IV 6 3 75–79 (trans. AHA)

There are two groups here, both of whom talk about memory being like
letters written on writing tablets or pages. They differ on the question
whether the soul is bodily or not. They are thus Stoics and Peripatetics.
Br�hier noted this, but did not draw the obvious conclusion, that the Sto-
ics are among the opponents Plotinus has in mind. Clearly, Plotinus has a
variety of ways of dealing with his opponents. There are texts where he
argues closely with one opponent (II 7 against the Stoic notion of mix-
ture), rather than a group of positions (IV 7 against a variety of concep-
tions of soul), and IV 6 belongs with the latter group. It is directed not
merely at Aristotle, but at Peripatetics933 and Stoics alike.

932 Of course, this is not the place to attempt a general assessment of Plotinus’ use of
Aristotle, or even of his psychology. For the latter, see e. g. Henry 1960, Blumen-
thal 1971: 12–13, 134–140, 1972, 1976, Corrigan 1981, Emilsson 1988:
31–5, 95–100, Armstrong 1991.

933 Porphyry cites among other Perpatetics Aspasius and Adrastus, along with
Alexander of Aphrodisias, as having been consulted by Plotinus (Porphyry,
Vita Plotini 14.13).

4 General conclusion: Aristotle and Plotinus on memory224



The text just quoted suggests that he has run together the two lines of
thought, Peripatetic and Stoic, in his criticism of a wax block model of
memory. And one obvious thought is that for the Peripatetic part he is
criticising De memoria. But another thought is that Plotinus is clearly ar-
guing against a materialist theory of memory such as one finds in the Sto-
ics; and apparently he finds some of the resources for doing this in a Peri-
patetic theory. The most important similarity lies in the use of the repre-
sentative faculty (vamtas_a) as the capacity of the soul responsible for
memory.934 While this, of course, holds for the Stoics just as much for
Peripatetics, one advantage of Aristotle from Plotinus’ point of view is
that he uses representations and images, but without treating them, or
the soul they accrue to, as material. Of course, there are deep differences
in the ways in which Plotinus and Aristotle consider the soul to be non-
material.

The evidence that Plotinus used De memoria is circumstantial : the
verbal echoes are minimal, he does not use the Aristotelian text system-
atically, he does not work through the work refuting the arguments,
and he does not quote directly from it, either using Aristotle’s name or
not. Nonetheless, there seem to be enough points of contact to justify
the cautious judgement that he was indeed using De memoria. We have
to ask, I think, just how someone who has such different metaphysical
convictions from Aristotle might use the Parva Naturalia. Indeed, one
could express one distinction between Plotinus’ and Aristotle’s views on
the soul by saying that while for the latter, things common to body
and soul935 form the bulk, if not the acme, of psychic functions, the
end of the soul for Plotinus, as a Platonist, is the separation of the
soul from body. He regards this as the soul’s return to its origin. Occa-
sionally, this return is said to be a process of recollection (!m\lmgsir).936

But of course the conception of memory he works with is based on the

934 On the relation between these two theories of representation, see Emilsson 1988:
109–112. Blumenthal (1976: 54–55) sees a major innovation in Plotinus’s ac-
count in the splitting of the imagination (vamtas¸a), to account for the possibil-
ity that shade and soul have different memories; he tries to find Aristotelian an-
tecedents for this split ; see Emilsson 1988: 167 n. 46 for a convincing critique.
For the division between soul and shade, see above p. 157 ff. The eschatological
side to Plotinus’s theory of memory in IV 3 25 – IV 4 5 is obviously not based on
Aristotle (cf. Blumenthal 1976: note 32).

935 De sens. 1 436a7–8.
936 I 8 15 28, II 9 12 7, II 9 16, 27, III 7 1 23, IV 7 12 9, V 1 1 27, IV 8 4 30, V 5

12 6–15.
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way we, body-soul composites, remember. This is the way in which Ar-
istotle approaches memory in De memoria:

[CF937] For always whenever someone is active with respect to remembering,
then he says in this way in the soul that he heard this or perceived it or
thought it before. [PD938] Therefore memory is neither perception nor con-
ception but the possession or modification of one of these, when time has
passed.939

Aristotle draws attention to what someone is doing when we attribute
memory to them, and draws as a conclusion a preliminary definition.
Even to a Platonist, an analysis of the way in which we speak of memory,
as it were the natural context of memory, is the necessary starting point
for further reflections on memory in the peregrinations of the soul on
leaving the body.940 From a more systematic point of view the interest
in such a comparison lies in what can be gleaned about the concept of
memory; aspects which appear in such widely diverging theories have a
chance of being central to the concept.

It is not easy to decide whether Plotinus read De memoria, let alone if
he probably had the work “sous les yeux” when writing on the subject, as
Br�hier puts it at one point, when talking about IV 3 29–32.941 But in IV
3 25 ff. the reason for thinking that Aristotle is in the background is plau-
sible, and of the utmost significance for a concept of memory: Plotinus is
arguing that memory cannot be common to body and soul, in contrast to
perception. Instead, he thinks that memory belongs to the soul itself,
once it has received the perception (chapter 26), that is, the thing to
be remembered. One reason for thinking that he is arguing against Aris-
totle at this point is that he gives weaving and boring as examples for the
way a craftsman uses his tools, like the soul using the body in perception.
And, as the commentators note942 at least the example of weaving is used

937 Canonical Formula, above p. 32.
938 Preliminary Definition, above p. 34.
939 De. mem. 1 449b22–25.
940 See e. g. Phaedo 73C1–74A8 where Plato gives five conditions under which cog-

nition (1pist¶lg) is recollection (above p. 15). Plotinus, however, notes at IV 6 3
71–74 how paradoxical his view of memory is to common sense.

941 “Il n’est pas moins vrai que les trois chapitres qui suivent (IV 3 29–32) pr�sent le
caract�re d’une recherche scientifique, � la mani�re du petit trait� d’Aristote Sur
la m�moire, que Plotin a eu probablement sous les yeux en r�digeant ces chapi-
tres.” Br�hier 1927: IV 31.

942 Henry Schwyzer 1977 ad loc., Harder, Beutler, Theiler 1962: IIb, p. 500 ad IV 3
25 42, Armstrong (1984: vol. IV p. 114 ad IV 3 26 3) notes that Plotinus “char-
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by Aristotle in De anima I 4 408b13: “saying the soul is angry is like say-
ing it builds or weaves”. Even if the reference is not to De memoria, Plo-
tinus’ argument can be seen as an attack on the Aristotelian idea that
memory is common to body and soul, and so a topic for the Parva Nat-
uralia. To sum up, the point at issue is: what is it that remembers, what is
the subject of memory, the soul or body soul composite? A general as-
sumption is at work here. Whether the answer given is the soul or the
body and the soul, there is a conviction common to both authors at
work here, namely that there must be a subject of memory. This is one
aspect of the modesty of memory for both thinkers; it depends on a sub-
ject.943

My procedure is as follows. Before discussing Br�hier’s arguments for
thinking that Plotinus is using Aristotle’s theory, I wish to consider one
piece of external evidence that has as yet played no part in the literature
on this topic. I will then run through some points of contact with Aris-
totle which Br�hier’s interpretation of Plotinus covers up. Finally, I will
make some more general points about the differences between the two
theories.

Now for the external evidence. It suggests very strongly that a mem-
ber of Plotinus’ immediate circle had De memoria at his disposal. In a
quotation given by Stobaeus, from Porphyry’s On the powers of the soul
we find a more or less exact quotation of Aristotle’s final definition of
memory in De memoria, embedded in a fairly elaborate account of the
process of perceptual memory. I translate:

Just as we grasp the other [capacities] of the soul from their activities so, if
we look carefully also at memory of things grasped both by perception and
by reason, when it occurs in virtue of a effective relation (sumamavoq²) we
posit this capacity of the soul which is called memory though the effective
relation (sumamavoq²), which [i.e. memory] Aristotle defines as the retention
of a representation as an image of that of which the representation is an
image (jatowμm vamt²slator, ¢r eQjºmor, ox v²mtasla eQj¾m), such as is
passed to the representative apparatus when the perception occurs. The affec-
tion which occurs in the representative faculty, whatever [this affection] may
actually be, is called a representation; therefore when the perceptive faculty
has been made to match by perception, [a process] which occurs in the image
(eQj¾m) of the object of perception, from which [object] the representation
came about; the representation possesses the relation of an image (eQj¾m)
to the object represented. For something like an image (oXom eQj¾m) of the

acteristically” uses boring holes, instead of Aristotle’s building a house as an ex-
ample for the purposes of vividness.

943 See Introduction, p. 9, on Aristotle, p. 20, and on Plotinus p. 114.
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thing comes about in the representative faculty, namely of the thing occur-
ring to perception. Therefore when retention of the representation takes
place round about the representative faculty, this is called memory. This is
common, arising also in irrational animals. Articulate [memory], in virtue
of which we recollect, occurs in rational animals alone. For articulateness
is a property of reasoning. Hence the followers of Aristotle say that irrational
animals remember, but that they do not recollect, only humans both remem-
ber and recollect.944

Taken in its entirety, this is a fascinating interpretation of parts of De me-
moria. First a few remarks about the end of the fragment, which is rela-
tively clear. With good reason the editor of Porphyry’s fragments, Andrew
Smith, refers to the texts in De memoria where recollection is said to be-
long only to humans.945 But note that Porphyry talks here about the fol-
lowers of Aristotle; this weakens the link to De memoria even if what is
said here is quite consistent with Aristotle’s own views. Furthermore, it
would appear that Porphyry allows memory, strictly speaking, of ideas,
also an un-Aristotelian notion. Here, he may also be following Ploti-

944 Smith 1993: Fr. 255F, from Stobaeus (III 25, 1): ûEj toO Poqvuq¸ou Peq· t_m t/r
xuw/r dum²leym. gYspeq c±q 1j t_m 1meqcei_m ja· t±r %kkar jatekab|leha,
ovtyr !maheyqoOmter jatà sumamavoqàm cicmol]mgm ja· lm¶lgm t_m C dQ aQsh¶-
seyr jatakgvh´mtym C di± kºcou, 1h´leha ja· ta¼tgm xuw/r d¼malim, D t0 (5)
sumamavoqø jake?tai lm¶lg, Dm !voq¸fetai ûAqistot´kgr jatowμm vamt²slator,
¢r eQjºmor, ox v²mtasla eQj¾m, oXom ftam c´mgtai B aUshgsir, !medºhg 1p· tμm
vamtastijμm jatasjeu¶m7 t¹ cemºlemom 1m t0 vamtastij0 t¹ p²hor, f ti d¶ pote
em, v²mtasla jake?tai, 5ti owm ja· (10) !qh´mtor toO aQshgtijoO 1j t/r aQsh¶-
seyr, t¹ pqosp?ptom 1m t0 eQjºmi toO aQshgtoO, !v( ox sum´stgje t¹ v²mtasla,
eQjºmor kºcom 5wom pq¹r t¹ vamtastºm7 oXom c±q eQj¾m tir 1c´meto 1m t0 vamta-
stij0 toO rpopesºmtor rp¹ tμm aUshgsim. ftam owm c´mgtai jatowμ peq· tμm
(15) vamtastijμm toO vamt²slator, jake?tai lm¶lg. toOto l³m owm joim¹m ja·
1m to?r !kºcoir f]oir7 B d³ digqhqyl´mg, jah( Dm ja· !malilmgsjºleha, 1m
lºmoir 1st· to?r kocijo?r7 Udiom c±q kocisloO t¹ digqhqyl´mom. di¹ ja· vas·m oR
peq· t¹m (Aqistot´kgm t± %koca f`a lelm/shai (20) l´m, !malilm¶sjeshai d³
l¶, lºmom d³ t¹m %mhqypom ja· lmglome¼eim ja· !malilm¶sjeshai.
My thanks to Andrew Smith and Denis O’Brien for discussion of the prob-

lems in the quotation of Aristotle’s definition. One main difficulty lies in the
word sumamavoq² – a rare word which may well bear the sense suggested in
the translation, gratefully borrowed by me from Andrew Smith. Understood
this way, this concept may indicate interest in the present-past problem; on
which, see below in the main text. On Porphyry’s view of the connection between
body and soul as fundamentally in agreement with Plotinus, see Smith 1974:
ch. 1.

945 449b6–8; 453a4–14.
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nus;946 and in thinking that recollection is rational may be connected to a
Platonic view of the recollection of ideas. But in our fragment he concen-
trates on the workings of memory of perceptual experience.

Now let us turn to this tricky account of memory itself. As noted by
Smith, in this fragment there is a reference to the final definition (FD) of
memory from De memoria 1. I translate again:947

What memory is, and remembering, has been said, namely the possession of
a representation as an image of that of which it is the representation.
(451a15–16)

Now there are interesting divergences from Aristotle in Porphyry’s use of
the definition, to which we shall return, but the quotation is close enough
for at least the availability of the definition to Porphyry to be certain. My
translation reads:

Aristotle defines [memory] as the retention of a representation as an image of
that of which the representation is an image.

Of course, this need not mean that he had De memoria itself at hand. One
might speculate that this had found its way into a handbook of defini-
tions: definitions are useful and some readers, for example, teachers,
may think they can be profitably divorced from the enquiry establishing
them.

Apart from the minor matter of substituting retention (jatow^)948 for
possession (6nir), Porphyry is being remarkably faithful to Aristotle, in re-
tailing the definition. Furthermore, he offers a description of the process
of memory which is in effect an interpretation of the passage
(450a27–32, 450b11–451a2) in which Aristotle gives his solution of
the present-past problem. This is the aporia of De memoria 1 450a25:

One may well ask why one remembers the thing that is no longer there,
when the affection (p²hor) is there, but the thing is not.

946 See IV 3 30, a comparison suggested to me by Andrew Smith, (cf. above p. 179);
and cf. IV 3 25 27–30.

947 Cf. above, p. 82.
948 Stobaeus (III 25 3) also cites De mem. with the definition of memory in a very

reduced form: Tμm d³ jatowμm t_m vamtasl²tym lm¶lgm 1pomol²feshai. This
suggests at least that it was common to interpret 6nir as jatow¶, which might
be a way of avoiding the ambiguity in 6nir (state, possession). Plotinus also speaks
of jatow¶ IV 6 1 3, 3 57. See Taormina 2010.

4 General conclusion: Aristotle and Plotinus on memory 229



The present-past problem is: how can something past be present, namely
in memory?949 Briefly, Aristotle’s solution is to attend to the difference
between a representation and using a repesentation as an image. Only
the latter case counts as active memory.

It is worth pausing for a moment with Porphyry to see what gets
changed, if not lost, in the process of interpretation. We will find that
Porphyry is actually not being as faithful to Aristotle as the use of the
final definition of memory from De memoria would suggest. The most
important deviation from Aristotle concerns the way in which the mem-
ory relates to its object. For Porphyry does not think that the representa-
tion has to be taken as an image; rather some representations have the
quality of an image in themselves. Memory is present only insofar as a
representation which in fact is an image is retained. Thus the relation
of the memory to that of which it is the memory is established by the
kind of representation, not by the subject of the memory doing some-
thing with the representation.

How does Porphyry think perceptual memory works? As one would
expect in a theory of perceptual memory based on Aristotle’s account, the
representation arises from the perception. Only when perception has been
properly matched to, i. e. affected by, its object, does an image occur.
Thus images are a subclass of representations. They are distinguished
from other representations by their standing in an imaging relation to
the object of perception. When this representation, in the narrow sense
of an image, is retained, then there is memory. That is the capacity of
memory, my capacity to remember the perception, consists in the reten-
tion of this image.

So what has Porphyry done with Aristotle? Well, he has decreased the
importance of what we do when we actually remember, to favour the mo-
ment when we have the perception, and the resulting representation.
Partly, this is because he is talking about the capacities of the soul. The
important thing is the relation of the representation to the object of per-
ception. For Aristotle’s solution of the present-past problem hinges not
on the resemblance of the representation to the thing perceived, but on
the way in which we take a content of thought. Either we can take it
as a representation of the experience, or else we let it float through our
minds, for example, without relating it to an experience.950 Only when
we relate it to a perception, naturally to a past perception, do we have

949 See above, p. 1–2.
950 This is emphasised by Morel 2006b: 74–75.
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memory. Representations that simply remain, even very life-like ones, do
not constitute memory; representations remain which may occur in other
contexts such as in dreams, as is made abundantly clear in De Insomniis.
In memory itself, the question is whether we are capable of relating the
representation to an experience.

So much for Porphyry; what about Plotinus himself ? I know of no
reason which would make more texts available to Porphyry that to Ploti-
nus. So here too we can draw the cautious conclusion that De memoria
was at least available to Plotinus. Even if it may be impossible to prove
that Plotinus read De memoria, it would be surprising had he not done
so given his interest in the topic: IV 3 25-IV 4 16 take up twenty five
pages in Henry and Schwyzer’s Oxford Classical Text, and IV 6 another
five pages. After all, he is very interested in Aristotle’s psychology.951 His
interest in memory is, furthermore rather different from Porphyry’s in
this fragment, and I think that he picks up on things that Aristotle had
noticed. So in their reading of De memoria Porphyry and Plotinus are rel-
atively independent of one another, as far as the evidence goes.

Let us turn to Br�hier. To begin with, he thinks that it is not doctrine
but an aporia about memory which Plotinus has picked up from Aristo-
tle.952 Plotinus wishes to solve it without using impressions, at least of a
material kind.953 For he thinks that memory belongs to the soul alone,
as a capacity (d}malir) to do something. Thus he is opposed to a tenet
fundamental to Aristotle’s view of memory, namely that, as we have al-
ready seen, it is common to body and soul.954

The structure of Plotinus’ argument in IV 6 3 is as follows. Having
said what he thinks memory is, he then uses this account to explain var-
ious phenomena.955 We will return to this account later; the arguments at
this point can be understood if we just bear in mind that memory is an
active capacity, that is, one to do things, not to undergo them. Br�hier
considers this procedure as a way of refuting Aristotle. Of the eight argu-
ments which Br�hier distinguishes in this passage of VI 6 3, he thinks
that five refer to Aristotle’s text. Plotinus wants to show that his explan-
ation of these phenomena works, whereas Aristotle’s does not.956 Exami-

951 See above fn. 932 for references to some work on the topic.
952 Br�hier IV 169–170, see also Morel 2007: 378–380.
953 As seen by Blumenthal 1976: 54.
954 See above p. 24.
955 See above 3.1.4 What memory as a capacity can explain, p. 127.
956 Br�hier 1927: IV 170–171: “Le reste du chapitre est destin� a montrer que les

faits indiqu�s par Aristote lui mÞme prouvent que la m�moire est puissance ac-
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nation of these five arguments will show partly more agreement between
Aristotle and Plotinus than Br�hier allows, and partly more radical criti-
cism.

The five arguments in Plotinus which Br�hier refers to Aristotle are
the following:

1) Plotinus (ll. 29–40) argues that because exercise improves memory,
memory must be a capacity. Aristotle remarks that repeated acts of
memory improve memory (De memoria 1 451a12–14) by regarding
the representation as an image. While Br�hier merely remarks on the
analogous possibility of improving memory in both thinkers, I think
that the analogy indicates that Plotinus cannot have thought that Ar-
istotle thinks that memory can be explained merely by the preserva-
tion of representations. He must have understood that for Aristotle
memory is something active and not merely passive, not merely the
possession of an impression. For the person remembering has to re-
gard the representation as an image of the perception, as is clear
from Aristotle’s Final Definition (FD, quoted above), which encapsu-
lates his solution to the present-past problem.957 So what can we con-
clude? If Plotinus read Aristotle, and understood that Aristotle
thought memory can be improved by training, then he cannot have
thought Aristotle to have considered memory to be simply the re-
maining of impressions. The person remembering has to do some-
thing with the representation, when actively remembering. As we
will see, Plotinus too thinks remembering is doing something.

2) Aristotle uses the wax block model both for memory (450a32) and for
perception (De anima II 12). Plotinus says that since perception is not
an imprinting (t}pysir),958 memory cannot be the retention (jatowa¸)
of impressions (IV 6 3 55–57). On the face of it this is a repetition
of his main line of argument in IV 6 as a whole, as announced at the
start of the first chapter. So why does Br�hier think that this is an ad
hominem argument against Aristotle, revealing a contradiction be-
tween his theory of memory and his theory of perception? Presuma-

tive, et non impression passivement subie.” He then cites Alexander (De an. 70,
3, Bruns) for the view that it is not merely the traces left by perception that en-
ables one to remember, but the act relative to this trace. This is already to be
found in Aristotle, however; see the preliminary definition quoted above, p. 226.

957 See also 449b22–23.
958 See also IV 3 26 7; t¼pysir is of course a Stoic term, used to define vamtas¸a

(e. g. SVF II 53, 56, 59).
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bly, the point is that once Plotinus has (to his mind) refuted the im-
pression theory of perception, he has also refuted the impression theo-
ry of memory. Plotinus’ does not agree that perception is comparable
with imprinting a wax block (IV 6 3 55). Partly this is because he
reads the model in such a way that it is incompatible with the presence
of an active capacity in the subject of memory: imprinting requires
that the soul is passive, whereas Plotinus thinks that the soul only
has active capacities. So I think that we have here part of a radical
criticism of Aristotelian psychology by Plotinus.

3) Both Aristotle (449b18–30) and Plotinus (IV 6 3 59) place great em-
phasis on the interval of time between the original perception and
memory. Br�hier remarks that Aristotle mentions this (451a29–31),
and that Plotinus takes it to be an argument for memory being a par-
ticular kind of active power, namely one that needs time to be estab-
lished. Br�hier does not explicitly draw the conclusion that here again
the two thinkers are thinking alike, even if the reasons they give for
their views, and the conclusions they draw from them differ funda-
mentally. For example, the connection with time is one reason Aristo-
tle has for attributing memory to the perceptive faculty.

4) They also agree that intelligence and memory often do not coincide
(451a29–31, IV 6 3 63–67.) Henry and Schwyzer refer to De memo-
ria. 1 449b7–8), a point of agreement which Br�hier overlooks. But
he is quite right that the conclusions they draw from this phenomen-
on are different. Plotinus sees here an argument for memory as an ac-
tive capacity, Aristotle a reason for distinguishing memory and recol-
lection.

5) The final reference to Aristotle that Br�hier sees is simply a mistake, so
I pass over it with a footnote.959

959 Br�hier finds the lines 67–70 only comprehensible by reference to Aristotle’s
theory that those who are too hard or too soft, namely the old and the young,
are incapable of memory (450a32-b10). (This conception is in fact alluded to
at IV 7 6 38–44.) Br�hier translates lines IV 6 3 67–70: “Et pourtant rien n’
empÞcherait, mÞme s’il y a, dans l’ 	me un exc�s [de duret�], de lire des em-
preintes qui y seraient d�pos�es, ni, si elle est peu consistante, d’ Þtre incapable
de subir les impressions et de les retenir.” In fact, Armstrong’s view (to judge
from his translation 1984 ad loc.) is right: this is a continuation of the preceding
argument. I paraphrase as follows: any kind of superiority of soul (pkeomen¸a
xuw/r) would not prevent one from reading impressions in the soul. That is
to say: since memory and intelligence preclude one another, and this would
not be the case if memory consisted in impressions, memory cannot be impres-
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One reason that these references cannot be taken as established beyond all
doubt is that none of the verbal similarities is such as to be unmistakea-
ble. Plotinus has ways of referring to well known texts by using catch
words from them,960 and he does not use them here. Obviously, De me-
moria does not have the status of one of the major texts for Plotinus. Even
attending to the kind of theory in Aristotle and Plotinus will not provide
indubitable proof. We also have to bear in mind that other theorists had
impression theories of memory, notably the Stoics. This applies even to
the aporia which Br�hier uses as his star witness for the Aristotelian back-
ground, as we have already seen. In one important fragment about Stoic
theories of learning, we find the Present-Past problem:

aQshºlemoi c²q timor oXom keujoO !pekhºmtor aqtoO lm¶lgm 5wousim.

by perceiving something e. g. white, they have a memory of it when it has
departed. Aetius IV 11.1961

The point may be of course that any theory of memory will have to cope
with this problem. Here is the Plotinian version again:

But now that we have said this [about sense perception] we must next speak
about memory; first we must say that it is not astonishing, or rather it is as-
tonishing, but we should not disbelieve that the soul has a power of this
kind, if it receives nothing itself and contrives an apprehension of what it
does not have. For it is the expression (kºcor) of all things, and the nature
of soul is the last and lowest expression (kºcor) of the intelligibles and the
beings in the intelligible world, but first in the whole world perceived by
the senses. Therefore it certainly stands in relation with both. IV 6 3 1–8
(AHA trans. , revised)962

Here, Plotinus states the problem: how does the soul contrive apprehen-
sion of something it does not have? But he also expresses his resistance to
the idea of (material) impressions at one and the same time. The soul
takes in nothing of the thing, yet it has a memory of it: I understand
this as a denial of impressions, along with the assertion of apprehension
i. e. grasp of the thing experienced or thought. It is characteristic of Plo-
tinus to link this capacity to what the soul is. Because the soul is both the
expression of the intelligibles and of sensible things, it is able to grasp
them even when they are not immediately present. This refers on the

sions; and someone’s possession of a good memory does not force him to have an
incapacity, namely of being affected and retaining the affection.

960 E.g. Timaeus 35A in IV 1.
961 Part of SVF II 83, cf. also II 55.
962 See above, p. 113.
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one hand to memory of past experiences, but also to the memory of in-
telligibles, when the soul is in the sensible world, in other words, when
fitted with a body and hence able to perceive.

When we compare central aspects of the two theories of memory, it
emerges that Plotinus and Aristotle are much closer in their conceptions
of memory than Br�hier thinks or one might expect. A very obvious sim-
ilarity was noted by Br�hier963, which we have already mentioned several
times,964 namely that Plotinus like Aristotle adopts an explanation of
memory using vamtas_a :

If then the representation of the absent thing is present in this [sc. the rep-
resentative faculty] it [sc. the representative faculty] already remembers, even
if it is only present for a short time.965

How can we distinguish the two theories of memory? Whereas vamtas¸a
is a change remaining from a perception in Aristotle’s book,966 and so
bound to actual perception, Plotinus divorces vamtas¸a from perception:
the soul can have vamtas¸a, and hence memory, when it does not per-
ceive, that is when it has no body. This is a crucial difference: it enables
Plotinus to understand memory as something that belongs to the soul
alone, unlike perception. A major interest in IV 3 25 – IV 4 5 concerns
the question just what the soul remembers in which stages of its journey.
Obviously, the motivation for Plotinus’ use of memory lies in the central
importance of the soul rediscovering, recollecting where it comes from.967

A central feature of Plotinus’ system is the Aristotelian notion that the
soul is not subject to change.968 For Plotinus this means that the soul
quite simply undergoes no change. Aristotle can allow that the body of
the concrete thing is modified (affected) which allows the soul to have
a capacity like memory, which depends on the modification of the
body. Thus Aristotle’s explanation of memory is grounded on his view
of the subject of memory, the concrete living thing. Plotinus’ theory is
also grounded on his view of the subject of memory, but the subject itself
is quite different. Although Br�hier sees that the subject of memory is

963 Br�hier 1927: IV 32.
964 See above, p. 170.
965 IV 3 29 26–27.
966 De an. III 3 429a1–2.
967 See Morel (2007: 373–380) on IV 6. It seems to me that this is not true of all

memory; in other words, memory may have the function of turning us towards
thought. Not all memories need do this, however.

968 See III 6 1–6. For Aristotle, see King 2001: 58–64, Menn 2002: 97–101.
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crucial to Plotinus’ theory, he does not remark that there is here an im-
portant analogy with Aristotle.

How can Plotinus explain the fact that memory belongs to the soul
alone? He requires that the soul, on its own, can remember, by being
strengthened by a perception in such a way that the perception or the ob-
ject of the perception is quasi present to the soul. Plotinus thinks that this
requires a purely non-material account of memory, which makes use of
vamt\slata which remain present when the perception is over.969 As to
the question how he conceives of vamt\slata : he does talk about
t}poi, while denying the likeness to using a seal to make an impression
– rather they are apprehended more like thought.970 Unlike Aristotle,
he thinks that vamtas_a can be actually used without the body, but like
Aristotle he thinks that it in some way derives from active perception.
A perceptual judgement leaves a t}por in the soul, an incorporeal, intel-
ligible representation, of what is perceived. These representations are ob-
jects of vamtas_a. Thus representation is perception that has been intern-
alised by the soul.971

In reading Plotinus’ theory of memory we should not restrict our-
selves to simply noticing Aristotelian influence. The question is of course
how Plotinus’ theory is to be understood in the first place. Plotinus thinks
that the solution of the aporia already mentioned, namely, the Present-
Past problem of remembering something past in the present depends
on what the soul is, namely the k|cor of everything. This enables Br�hier
to view Plotinus’ theory of memory in IV 6 3 (especially lines 5–19) as
assimilating perceptions to innate ideas. For if the soul is the k|cor of ev-
erything, both intelligibles and sensibles, then both of these can be in the
soul in the same way or in an analogous fashion. Like Leibniz’ complete
notions of a monad (to which Br�hier refers), each Plotinian soul (on this
reading) contains not merely innate ideas but also all the perceptions that

969 IV 3 29 23.
970 IV 3 26 25–32. The longest treatment of vamtas¸a occurs in the texts on mem-

ory; there is no separate treatment of the concept. Other important texts are: I 8
15 18–19: ‘Representation is brought about by the irrational part (sc. of the
soul) being struck from outside. But (the soul) receives the blow on account
of its divisible nature.’ This clearly echoes the Aristotelian view; so too VI 8 3
10–12: ‘But as for ourselves, we call imagination strictly speaking, what is awak-
ened from the passive impression of the body;’ but, in contrast: ‘vamtas¸a in the
primary sense, which we call opinion’ (III 6 4 19–21).

971 Emilsson 1988: 110, citing III 6 1 7–11, IV 3 26 and 29; n. 49 p. 167: I 1 7
12–13, IV 4 23 32.
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it ever has. These “innate” perceptions then just need to be made to shine
out in order for an act of memory to take place. This misrepresents Plo-
tinus. Br�hier thinks that being the k|cor of sensible things refers to every
sensible experience. But there is no need to refer to every actual experi-
ence – it is enough if the soul has the capacity for possible sensible expe-
riences. In this way, Plotinus does not exclude the possibility of having
new experiences. This is necessary since Plotinus clearly thinks that we
can acquire learning or experience.

Br�hier’s interpretation masks the similarity with Aristotle. Recall our
example:

Example (E): Socrates remembers (at t2) that he saw Theaetetus two days
ago (at t1).

Because Br�hier assimilates perception to thought, there is no prior time
t1 at which the perception of Theaetetus was laid down, as there is in Ar-
istotle’s theory. We have seen that this is also the case in Plotinus’ theory,
in considering the sophisticated reading of active memory.972 This is ap-
parent through his use of the metaphor of a woman in labour (IV 6 3
19): saying that when the soul actually remembers it is like a woman
in labour; this presupposes impregnation, i. e. acquisition of experience
and a period intervening between experience and memory. This is con-
firmed by Plotinus’ talk of memory of acquired knowledge and experi-
ence.973 In other words, a memory at t2 presupposes an experience at
t1. Here, in the realm of sensible experience, Aristotle and Plotinus pur-
sue the same line. The point of Aristotle introducing the imprinting
through perception is that something has to happen to the living
thing, if it is going to have a memory later (450a32, already mentioned
above). Plotinus thinks that the soul acquires a capacity through the ex-
perience, namely the capacity to remember this experience. This is clear if
we consider his fullest account of memory, which I call a quasi-defini-
tion:974

Whenever therefore the soul is strengthened with respect to something that
appears to it (pq¹r btioOm t_m vam´mtym), the soul is disposed to it as if to
something present (¦speq pq¹r paq¹m di²jeitai) ; the more the soul is

972 Above. p. 175.
973 IV 3 25 11. Cf. IV 4 6 3.
974 Above p. 120.
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strengthened, the more the appearance is always present to it. IV 6 3 19–
21975

The interpretation of this quasi definition is not easy: but it is clear
enough that what happens to the soul at t1 is that it is strengthened,
namely with regard to the experience, such that it is then able to recall
the experience afterwards.

But Aristotle and Plotinus are clearly also in agreement in thinking
that at t2 something has to be done. The importance of activity is missed
by Br�hier.976 At the start of the treatment of memory in IV 6 3,977 Plo-
tinus says that we should be prepared to believe in a power of the soul to
grasp things which it does not possess. Br�hier thinks that these lines al-
lude directly to Aristotle’s statement of the present-past problem, which I
have already mentioned several times: how can one remember something
past by perceiving a present affection? And Br�hier sees in Aristotle’s an-
swer only the possession of an impression, and fails entirely to see that
memory according to Aristotle is not merely the possession of something,
that is, of a representation. The rememberer does something at t2 with
the impression in order to remember the past experience, namely he re-
gards the representation as an image of that of which it is a representa-
tion. This view is encapsulated in Aristotle’s final definition of memory:
Memory is not merely the possession of a v\mtasla, but of a v\mtasla
taken in a certain way. This is an active achievement, not merely some-
thing given. What about the activity at t2 in Plotinus’ theory? There is
an analogue in the active presence of a representation, when the capacity
of the soul is exercised. The v\mtasla has to be made to “shine out”. We
have seen that this characteristically involves saying something.

Br�hier thinks Plotinus attributes to Aristotle a passive impression
theory of memory, that is to say, memory is the passive possession of
an impression. The trouble with his reading is that it supposes that Plo-
tinus simplified Aristotle drastically (supposing he knew De memoria),
namely by only noticing the possession of an impression, and not that
one does something with the representation, namely to regard it as a copy.

We have already noticed that Br�hier ignores the activity at t2 in Ar-
istotle’s account; this is tantamount to ignoring the distinction between
activity and capacity. But Aristotle not only takes the activity of memory
into account, he also takes the capacity to remember into account, name-

975 Above, p. 120.
976 Br�hier 1927 on IV 6, vol. 4 p. 169–170.
977 Quoted above, p. 234.
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ly the presence in the rememberer of a moving cause, a principle of
change (452a10). The point about the capacity to remember is that
one can remember of one’s own accord.

The question of the subject of memory is one that interests Plotinus
deeply, taking it to mean, what is it that remembers: memory is of course
not sufficient for the identity of the subject of memory.978 This is the
topic he pursues at great length in IV 3 and 4 – there he assumes a def-
inition of memory, instead of looking for it, and asks rather which things
are such by nature as to be able to remember.979 It is tempting to think he
is referring to Aristotle’s definition, and I think his account would fit with
an interpretation of that definition.

Aristotle also distinguishes the tasks of defining memory and of find-
ing the part of the soul with which we remember.980 For him, there is no
doubt that the subject of memory is the concrete individual. This is the
message of the famous passage in De Anima I, (4 408b13) already refer-
red to more than once,981 which is the basis of modern discussions of the
homunculus fallacy: it is a mistake to use parts of living things, whether
the soul or the brain, as the subjects of predicates which apply only to the
whole living thing. The soul does not weave, a human being weaves, the
brain does not think, a human being does.982 A different, if closely related
question concerns the explanation of memory. In De memoria he does
argue that the perceptive faculty is responsible for, explains memory;
this is part of what it means to say that memory is common to body
and soul, a subject for the Parva Naturalia: for perception is the star
case of a faculty common to body and soul.983 Plotinus’ different perspec-
tive is due to the fact that he wishes to examine memory in the different
phases of the human soul, and allocate different memories to the different
parts of the soul; but he also wishes to preclude certain souls, namely
those of the world and the heavenly bodies, and indeed God and intellect,
from memory in general (IV 3 25 13–24 and IV 4 6–17). Aristotle is
more simply concerned to show that memory can also be present in ani-
mals other than ourselves.

978 Cf. Onsager 2004: 24–25, pace Inge 1968: 227, Gerson 1994: 180–3, with n.
48.

979 Plotinus himself only gives a quasi-definition, above p. 120.
980 449b4–5.
981 See above p. 24.
982 Also known as the mereological fallacy; see Bennett and Hacker 2003: 15.
983 436b1–7. On this passage, see Morel 2006a; and for Sens. in general see also

Johansen 2006.
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There are, Plotinus thinks, no organs of representation; the soul has
this function even when it is not embodied. An important argument for
this view concerns the disruptive nature of the body. Since the body is in
flux, it causes forgetting, and prevents remembering, rather than being a
condition of the latter’s existence.984 At this point, Aristotle and Plotinus
part company most decisively. For Aristotle thinks that the soul can reg-
ulate changes in such a way that the living thing is preserved, namely by
its vegetative functions.985 And this regularity is the basis of his body
based theory of memory. He thus explains the failure of memory in
the young and the old by their bodies being too hard or too fluid to
take or preserve the affection necessary for memory.986 Aristotle can
view memory as being common to body and soul, where Plotinus is
quite clear that memories can be had without body. Thus although he
too has a lot to say about things common to body and soul (much of
it in I 1), systematic reasons prevent him from including memory
among them (IV 3 26).

To conclude, some more general remarks. Aristotle and Plotinus are
both advocates of a modest concept of memory, despite the fact that there
are divergences in the way they understand the object of memory and
hence the nature of memory. For Aristotle memory and recollection are
properly speaking applied only to perceptions, and not to thoughts
whereas Plotinus also allows recollection as a means of access to thinking
forms. But in both cases memory is modest because it is determined, on
the one hand, by a persisting subject of memory, and, on the other hand,
by more basic cognitive capacities, such as thought and perception. Nei-
ther persisting subject nor the basic cognitive capacities require memory
for their existence. Conversely, understanding memory does require us to
understand its relation to its subject, the being that remembers. This is
true for both Plotinus and Aristotle.

984 Cf. IV 7 5 22–24. The soul is not in flux, i. e. not amenable to change IV 3 26
39–44, 52–54. On flux in body, see II 1 1 2, 7–9, with Wilberding 2006: 100,
105 ad loc.

985 See King 2001: 49–58.
986 450a32–450b11. Blumenthal and HBT see in this a theory which Plotinus re-

jects; see above fn. 930.
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